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Dear Johan,
I understand Pope Francis recently made it
possible for women to be lectors and acolytes.
At The Basilica, we have been doing that for
years. Were we wrong to do so?
Gentle Reader,
The Church has always had a rich
diversity of ministries. By the third century
we had episcopoi or overseers; presbyteroi
or elders; diaconoi or helpers; lectors or
readers; acolytes or servers; cantors or
singers and each one of these ministries
existed in its own right, serving the
community in different ways. Over time,
each ministry became more defined;
expectations and ordinations were
attached to each ministry; a clear hierarchy
of ministries developed and the minor
ministries or so-called minor orders came
to be seen as stepping stones to major
ministries or major orders. And because
major orders were reserved to men, the
minor orders came to be reserved for men
as well. Everyone who was a member of
any of these ministries or orders, even the
lowest ones, was considered a member of
the clergy or part of the clerical state. This
was the case for hundreds of years.
In light of the Second Vatican Council,
Saint Pope Paul VI in 1972 with his
Motu Proprio Ministeria Quaedam made
significant changes and abolished several
ministries. In addition to the major orders
of deacon, priest, and bishop, he kept the
ministry of the word, or lector, and the
ministry of the altar, or acolyte. Candidates
for these two ministries were not to be
ordained but rather were and continue to
be installed or instituted. This, theoretically,
opened a path for lay people to exercise
these ministries.

The 1983 Code of Canon Law confirms in
Canon 230 § 2 that “Lay persons can fulfill
the function of lector in liturgical actions by
temporary designation. All lay persons can
also perform the functions of commentator
or cantor, or other functions, according to
the norm of the law.” In this canon, “lay
persons” refers to both women and men.
And although this canon does not mention
acolytes or altar servers, a 1992 and then a
1994 clarification confirmed that the “other
functions” mentioned in the 1983 canon
also means altar servers. Still, the 1994
clarification left it up to the local bishop
to decide for their own diocese if women
could function as acolytes. Our archbishops
agreed with the clarifications of Canon 230,
and thus we have had women and men
serve as lectors and acolytes.
Of note is that § 1 of Canon 230 stated
that only “Lay men who possess the age
and qualifications established by decree of
the conference of bishops can be admitted
on a stable basis through the prescribed
liturgical rite to the ministries of lector
and acolyte [...].” As a result, though the
ministries have been open to women
and men, only men could be installed
or instituted as lectors and acolytes. In
actuality, apart from some exceptions only
men preparing for ordination have been
installed in these ministries. For the most
part, lectors and acolytes who are installed
and those who are not can function in
the same way. Although there are some
exceptions, e.g. only installed acolytes can
help with the purification of the vessels after
Holy Communion.

In his Motu Proprio Spiritus Domini,
published on January 10, 2021 Pope
Francis states that lay women and men are
henceforth able to be officially installed
as lectors and acolytes. To that end, he
changed the Code of Canon Law and
Canon 230 § 1 now reads: “Lay persons of
suitable age and with the gifts determined
by decree of the Episcopal Conference may
be permanently assigned, by means of the
established liturgical rite, to the ministries
of lectors and acolytes [...].”
In a letter to Luis Cardinal Ladaria, the
prefect of the Congregation of the Doctrine
of the Faith, Pope Francis explains that
with this action he hopes to heighten a
shared “awareness of baptismal dignity” for
all Catholics. Furthermore he states that it
is his intent that “this public recognition
and a mandate on the part of the bishop
will make more effective everyone’s participation in the work of evangelization.”
Now we wait to see what the impact of
this change in Canon Law will be on the
daily life of the Church. Will things shift and
if so, when? Of note is that Pope Francis
also asked the Congregation for Divine
Worship to prepare for this new stipulation
in the law. 9
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