THE SUBDIACONATE�





	The subdiaconate is the lowest of the sacred or major orders in the Latin Church.  [Writers in the Armenian Church differ on whether it is a major or minor order but all agree it is a transitional rank].  It is defined as the power by which one ordained as a subdeacon may carry the chalice with wine to the altar, prepare the necessaries for the Eucharist, and read the Epistles before the people (Ferraris, op. cit., infra No. 40).   [In the Armenian Church a subdeacon may also intone the Holy Gospel and may carry the chalice and patten only when empty.]  Gasparri (op. cit. infra, I, No. 35) says: "The Church, in the institution (of the subdeaconship) proceeded thus.  She wished to commit to others the inferior functions of the order of diaconate, both because the deacons, with the increase of the faithful, could not suffice for their many and grave duties, and because she wished that others, received among the clergy and marked with the clerical tonsure, should ascend through minor orders, only after trial, to major orders.  Imitating the Divine Law of the first three grades (bishop, priest and deacon), she decreed that the power of performing these functions should be conferred by external rites similar to those by which major orders were bestowed." 


	Historically, the earliest mention of the subdiaconate seems to be found in the letter of Pope Cornelius (A. D. 255) to Fabius of Antioch, in which he states that, there are among the Roman clergy forty-six priests, seven deacons, and seven subdeacons.  There is nothing to indicate, however, that the subdiaconate is not older than the third century.  That there were subdeacons in the African Church in the same century is evident from the letters of St. Cyprian (e.g. Epistle 8).  The fourth Council of Carthage also mentions them in 398.  The Synod of Elvira, (305) in Spain does the same (c. 30).  Their existence in the Oriental Church is testified to by St. Athanasius in 330 (ep. 2) and by the Council of Laodicea (can. 21) in 361.  At present, among the Greeks and other orientals, as also formerly in the Western Church, subdeaconship is only a minor order.  It has been counted among the major orders in the Latin Church, however, for nearly seven centuries.  Early in the thirteenth century Pope Innocent III authoritatively declared that the subdeaconship was to be enumerated among the major orders and that subdeacons could be chosen to a bishopric without special dispensation (Cap. 9. x, de æt., 1, 14).  The reason for this change of discipline was probably not because subdeacons were bound to celibacy for this obligation began to be imposed upon them in the Latin Church in the fifth and sixth centuries [thus Leo I in 446 (in c. 1, dist. 32) and the Council of Orleans in 538], but more likely because their functions brought them so closely into the service of the altar. 


	Subdeaconship is conferred when the bishop gives the empty chalice and paten to the candidate to be touched, saying: "See what kind of ministry is given to you, etc." [In the Armenian Church, the granting of the diaconal stole is also a part of the ordination service for a subdeacon.]  Then the bishop gives the candidate the Book of Epistles to be touched, saying: "Take the Book of Epistles and receive power to read them in the holy Church of God for the living and the dead in the name of the Lord."  In the Greek [and Armenian] Church, there is a laying on of hands and a suitable prayer, but there is no imposition of hands in the Latin Church.  It is true that a letter of Innocent III to the Bishop of Ely in England (A. D. 1204) is cited as requiring that if the laying on of hands in the subdeaconship be omitted, it must be afterwards supplied (cap. 1, x, de sacr. non interand, 1. 6), but there seems no doubt that the word "deaconship" was in the original text (Correct. Rom. ad cit. cap. 1). 


	The duties of a subdeacon are to serve the deacon at Mass; to prepare the bread and Wine and sacred vessels for the Holy Sacrifice; to present the chalice and paten at the Offertory, and pour water into the wine for the Eucharist [the Armenian Church does not mix water with the wine]; to chant the Epistles solemnly; to wash the sacred linen.  In the Greek Church, subdeacons prepare the chalice at the prothesis and guard the gates of the sanctuary during the Holy Sacrifice.  In the ancient Roman Church, the subdeacons administered in great part the temporal goods of the Holy See and were often employed on important missions by the popes.  A candidate for the subdiaconate must have been confirmed and have received minor orders.  He must have the knowledge befitting his grade in the Church and have entered on his twenty-second year. He must also have acquired a title to orders. After ordination, he is bound to celibacy and to the recitation of the Divine Office. �





	The question arises as to whether in the Armenian Church the subdiaconate is a minor or major order.  This relates to the historical understanding of the subdiaconate in other Churches.  The Catholic Encyclopedia mentions in the above article that subdeacons, since the thirteenth century, have been counted among the major orders in the Latin Church.  This is most probably because “their functions brought them so closely into the service of the altar.”�  Unlike the other Orthodox Churches, the Armenian Church closely follows the Latin Church in our rites and understanding of the minor orders and also the subdiaconate.  Hence we have four minor orders -the same as the Latin Church- unlike the Byzantine Churches who only have two.  Our ordination service for our four minor orders is also very similar to that of the Latin Church.�  Therefore it is not surprising that our understanding of the subdiaconate is closer to the Latin than that of the Byzantine Church where there are only two minor orders and subdeacons are counted as a minor order.  Although some Armenian writers speak of the subdiaconate in these terms, others state unequivocally that the subdiaconate is a major order.�  In this latter estimation, the subdiaconate and the diaconate are viewed as two degrees of the same diaconal order.  This view is reflected in liturgical vestments used by deacons and subdeacons.  In the Byzantine Church subdeacons arrange their stoles very differently than that of full deacons.  In the Armenian Church there is very little (if any) difference in the vestments of a subdeacon and a full deacon.


	All in the Armenian Church agree that the rank of subdeacon is a transitional one between minor and major orders.  In either estimation, the role of the subdeacon remains the same.  A subdeacon is one who is ordained to serve the parish, deacons and priests (especially in the offering of the Divine Liturgy) as he studies for and gradually assumes the responsibilities of the full diaconate.  A subdeacon, may solemnly intone the Holy Gospel, carry the empty chalice and assist at all the Canonical Offices and Holy Mysteries (Sacraments) of the Church.
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� Excerpted from the Catholic Encyclopedia and adapted to reflect the Armenian Church Tradition. The original is available on-line at: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14320a.htm


� For the full article see “Subdeacon,” in the Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: Robert Appleton Company.  Published 1908) at the above link.


� Ibid.


� See article “Four Minor Orders,” ibid.


� E.g., see “Frequently Asked Questions on The Armenian Church,” p. 59.








