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Chapter 5.
IMAGES IN ART OF WOMEN DEACONS

IN EAST AND WEST
Ally Kateusz

he continued restoration of the order of women deacons has popular
Tsupport among the laity in both Eastern Orthodox and Western
Catholic church communities. The Patriarchate of Alexandria and
Africa and the Orthodox Church of Greece are currently leading the
way, which seems to have had a positive effect on the Catholic church,
which historically has had more difficulty seeing the value of the
female, perhaps in part due to its requirement for celibate priests, who
have neither wives nor daughters. In recent years, however, Pope
Francis has instituted two commissions to consider the restoration of
the office of women deacons. The continued restoration of women
deacons in the East quite likely not only will lead the way for the West
but also, would help unify East and West in the desire to return to the
practices of the unified early Church, practices seen in art in both East
and West. '

The very oldest identification of a woman titled “deacon,” of
course, is in Romans 16:1-2 where, around the year 57 CE, Paul
introduced Phoebe to the Roman recipients of his letter as their sister
and specified that she was “a deacon of the church” (Siaxovov g
exkAnouwog) in Cenchrea. In taking Paul’s letter from Ancient Greece to
the city of Rome, the deacon Phoebe herself linked East and West. She
herself thus is an auspicious symbol for unification.

The documentation for women deacons in the early church is
particularly strong in the East, which, of course, is where Christianity
had its origins. Scholars know of over three hundred names of women
deacons in the East, both from mosaic or stone epigraphs that
commemorated these women’s lives in the church, as well as women
deacons named in writings, such as Olympia who was a deacon and
supporter of Chrysostom when he was patriarch in the Hagia Sophia.
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The known number of women deacons in the East has recently
increased with the discovery of several mosaic inscriptions for women
deacons in a previously unknown Roman-era church in Ashdod Yam
in Israel. These mosaics were preserved nearly intact for centuries after
the church’s roof fell in, and one of the most important discoveries is
that more women deacons than males are named in these inscriptions,
suggesting the strong acceptance of this female office. The oldest
certain inscription is dated 410 and it pairs the Gaianos the presbyter
with Severa the deacon.’

The Didascalia apostolorum, a popular third-century
composition originally written in Greek, both preserves and also redacts
older sources representing the apostolic tradition. Suggesting that it was
known in the area of Ashdod Yam in Palestine, it survives in Syriac
translation. It also was translated into Latin, suggesting its traditions
were shared in both East and West. The Syriac and the Latin preserve
two passages with relevance to the roles of women deacons during this
early era, one related to offerings and the other to baptism.

The first passage relates to the role of women deacons during the
offering. The Didascalia states that the bishop is the high priest who
represents God and makes the offering to God. It goes on to say that the
male deacon is the type of Jesus Chris, and the female deacon is the
type of the Holy Spirit. It instructs that anyone who wishes to make an
offering at the altar must give the offering to the high priest
directly—or to these male and female deacons”

This parallelism of the male deacon standing for Jesus Christ at
the altar and the female deacon for the Holy Spirit may be even better
understood within the recognition that prior to the end of the fourth
century, the Holy Spirit was widely understood as female, even
Mother.’ The identification of the Holy Spirit as female was present not
only in the language of Ancient Israel and Syria, where “spirit,” ruah,
was grammatically feminine gendered, but also in Greek and Coptic,
where it is grammatically neuter gendered, and in Latin, where it is
masculine gendered. Perhaps the best-known example of the Holy
Spirit as Mother was twice recorded by the theologian Origen (c.
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184-253), writing in Greek in Caesaria. Origen wrote that at Jesus’s
baptism, when the dove of the Holy Spirit descended, the Gospel of the
Hebrews read, “The Saviour himself says: ‘My Mother, the Holy
Spirit.””* The literary tradition of the Holy Spirit as Mother also
survived in a few medieval Greek manuscripts, including of the Acts of
Thomas, which specified that after baptizing people, Thomas uttered
prayers in which he identified the Holy Spirit as Mother:’

Come, compassionate Mother,

Come, fellowship of the male;

Com, thou (fem.) that dost reveal the hidden mysteries;
Come Mother . . .

Come, Holy Spirit, and purify their reins and their heart.®

Greek manuscript fragments also preserve chapters of the Acts
of Philip, dated variously from the second to the fifth century’” The
author of the Acts of Philip named Mariamne, who evangelized with
Philip, an “apostle.” According to the Martyrdom of Philip often
attached to the end of the Acts of Philip, while preaching to a woman,
Mariamne paired her Father in heaven and her spiritual Mother:

You are guilty of having forgotten your origins,
your Father in heaven, and your spiritual Mother.
If you wake up, however, you will receive illumination”’

Perhaps most remarkable, the femininity of the Holy Spirit
appears to have been so important to some Christians in the Latin world
that they corrected the masculine gender of “spirit”—spiritus in
Latin—to the feminine gendered spirita. We see this in some plaques
from the Christian catacombs of Rome carved with SPIRITA
SANCTA' Note that the plaque fragment on the below has lost the
initial “S” in SPIRITA SANCTA.
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Pre—Constanuman stone p]aqucs carved with SP]RITA SAN C’I‘A Vancan
Museum, Rome. Photo: Marrucci, Monumenti (1910), plate 52, nos. 32 and 33.

Thus, the early reader, or hearer, of the Didascalia apostolorum,
whether in Syriac or Greek or Latin, quite possibly understood that at
the altar the female deacon represented the Holy Spirit, a female, while
the male deacon represented Jesus.

The Didascalia also specifies that while the deacon is the type
of Christ and the deaconess the type of the Holy Spirit, the presbyters
are the type of the apostles.”” This indicates that in the early community
of the Didascalia the male and female deacons were of higher rank than
these elders.

This understanding of the male deacon standing in for Christ and
the female deacon for the Holy Spirit according to the Didascalia may
help to explain depictions of men and women flanking church altars
seen in fourth and fifth-century art in both East and West. Notably,
these images pre-date any surviving images in art of men and only men
at a church altar. Two of these iconographic artifacts that pair men and
women at the altar appear to portray the liturgy in the holy of holies in
Old Saint Peter’s of Rome and the Second Hagia Sophia in
Constantinople.

The first of these artifacts is an ivory reliquary box carved with
a scene of the altar area of Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. In 1906
it was found buried beneath the altar area of a Roman-era church near
Pola in Croatia, but due to its fine craftsmanship, most scholars assess
it as having been carved in Constantinople, Palestine, or Italy. It is
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dated from the late fourth to mid-fifth century. Starting around 1950,
the scene began to undergo a great deal of historiography, about which
I have written extensively, including in a recent issue of @EOAOIIA.
There has been no debate, however, that the sculptor carved three
women on the right and three men on the left. This gender parallelism
in the altar area of Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome is reminiscent of
the description in the Didascalia apostolorum, which describes a pair
of male and female deacons assisting the bishop at the offering.

Qld Saint Peter’s Basilié;a, Rome. I\;ory reliquary box, ca. late 4th to mid-5th c.
Museo Archeologico, Venice. © Alinari Archives-Alinari Archive, Florence

The second artifact is from the East, another beautiful carving
depicting a man and a woman flanking an altar. A small boy next to the
woman holds an open book with his hand raised as if speaking. Due to
where it was excavated in 1988, as well as the style of the early
Christian cross and the man’s clothing, it is dated to around 430, when
the Second Hagia Sophia was built, and it may have been part of its
chancel screen’® The young Augusta Pulcheria and her younger brother
may be portrayed on the right, for both reportedly stood in the Holy of
Holies during the communion.” In addition, and signifying Pulcheria’s
liturgical agency, according to Sozomon’s Ecclesial History 9.1,
Pulcheria herself consecrated the Holy Table in the Second Hagia
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Sophia.

Liturgical scene on a chancelié;:'r‘een, Second Hagia Sophia.
Constantinople, ca. 430. Archeological Museum of Istanbul.

These are the two very oldest iconographic artifacts to portray
people at the altar of a church, and both portray men and women
flanking the altar. Today in Eastern Orthodox churches, men still
remain on the same side of the nave and women on the opposite, the
same as in most Catholic churches prior to World War II.

In the second passage, the Didascalia apostolorum instructed the
bishop to appoint both male and female deacons, and this part of the
text addressed the role of women deacons in the conversion, baptism,
and education of women:

You are to choose and appoint deacons from all the people who
are pleasing to you, a man for the administration of many things which
are necessary, 2 woman however for the ministry of women, since there
are houses where you cannot send a deacon to the women because of
the pagans but you can send a deaconess. In the first instance, it is
required that when women go down into the waters that they should be
anointed with the oil of anointing by deaconesses as they enter the
waters...If a woman is present, and particularly a deaconess, it is not
right that a woman should be seen by a man... When she who has been
baptized comes out of the waters a deaconess should receive her and
instruct her and educate her so that the mark of baptism may be kept
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intact in chastity and holiness. On this account, we declare that the
ministry of a woman, a deaconess, is particularly useful and important.
Our Lord and Saviour also received ministry at the hands of women,
Mary Magdalene, and Mary the daughter of James and mother of Joses,
and the mother of the sons of Zebedee. You too have need of the
ministry of a deaconess in many things. . . .”

The text goes on to add: A woman should be devoted to ministry
among women, and a male deacon to ministry among men.’® Of
particular interest in these instructions is that women deacons were
necessary for the baptism of women. Indicating that practice of women
with women during the baptism was well-known in the early centuries
of the Christian era, this description is similar to the practice preserved
in the Acts of Philip, which records that “Philip was baptizing the men
and Mariamne the women.””” The Didascalia’s description of women
involved in the baptism of women is also consistent with a scene of two
clothed women flanking a nude woman portrayed on a fourth-century
lead basin embossed with a large chi-rho symbol, all of which is on a
basin known as the Walesby Tank. A large fragment of this basin was
plowed up in a field in Lincolnshire, England in 1959 and it is one of
many similar basins with Christian symbols believed to have been used
in Britain for affusion baptism, that is, baptism by water poured over
the head instead of immersion.’”® Seventy years ago, in an analysis that
soon gained acceptance, Jocelyn Toynbee proposed that at 18 inches
wide and 13 inches deep, the basin was large enough to stand in for
baptism by affusion and that it was similar to a basin depicted in a
scene of a baptism carved on a fourth-century stone plaque from
Aquileia, Italy, which portrays a nude child standing in a basin, or tank
while being baptized by a stream of water coming from above. Two
fully dressed people stand on either side.””
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.Stone plaque depicting affusion baptism in a basin, or tank.
Aquileia Archeological Museum, 4th c.
Image: Cabrol, Dictionnaire 1.2 col. 2672, fig. 871

On the left side of the scene at the top left of the Walesby Tank
fragment, three women are portrayed standing between two columns,
with two of the women fully dressed. Between them, the third woman
stands naked. A long mantle almost falls off her shoulders, as if she is
disrobing. On the right side, three men dressed in tunics also stand
between two columns. The columns that frame the two groups evoke
the columns around the pools of water in the atriums of Roman era
homes as well as around some early baptismal fonts, and therefore
Toynbee proposed that the two groups portrayed two stages of an early
Christian baptism. She suggested that the two clothed women flanking
the nude woman were to be seen as the sponsors of a female neophyte,
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who was disrobing, about to step into the water. Of the three clothed
men, Toynbee asked, “Could the central one be a male neophyte with
his sponsors, waiting his turn to enter the disrobing chamber”??’ Of
course, these sponsors very well also could be the women deacons and
men deacons charged with assisting male and female initiates during
their baptism and educating them afterwards.

Walesby Tank fragment, fourth century.
© The Collection: Art and Archaeology in Lincolnshire

Closeup: Two women flank a nude woman (left). Three men (right).
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The gender parallelism in the Didascalia apostolorum’s
description of male and female deacons, thus, may be present in the
baptismal scene on the Walesby Tank as well as in the two carvings of
liturgical scenes that portray men and women flanking at the altars of
two of the most important churches in East and West, the Second Hagia
Sophia in Constantinople and Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. In the
baptismal scene, both men and women appear to be practicing in
accordance with the Didascalia’s instruction that women deacons were
necessary for the proper baptism of women. The Didascalia further
suggests that in the liturgical scenes the men stood as the type of Christ
and the women as the type of the (female) Holy Spirit at the altar.

As seen in the artifacts above, thus, early Christian art in both
East and West indicates that the Didascalia instruction, “A woman
should be devoted to ministry among women, and a male deacon to
ministry among men,”” appears to have applied both to women
deacons helping women at the baptism and also to women deacons at
the Holy Table, where men and women stood in parallel. Furthermore,
the Didascalia appears to preserve an ancient theological justification
for the ministry of women, a theology that should be clear to bishops in
both East and West:

Our Lord and Saviour also received ministry at the
hands of women, Mary Magdalene, and Mary the
daughter of James and mother of Joses, and the mother
of the sons of Zebedee. You too have need of the ministry
of a deaconess in many things .

This theology is reflected in the carving of an ivory pyx dated to
the 500s. This artifact is the very oldest to portray only one sex at a
Christian altar, and it portrays only women. Its sculptor bore witness to
what appears to be an early tradition of women liturgical leaders at the
Tomb in the Anastasis in Jerusalem, a tradition that strong evidence
indicates persisted for centuries, even though in later centuries the
women’s leadership roles appear to have been diminished from what is
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seen on the pyx.” The sculptor carved five women, two with censors
and three with their arms raised, all processing to what appears to be
the altar associated with the famous shrine over the Tomb of Christ
beneath the rotunda of the Anastasis. This scene is often identified as
the Women at the Tomb due to the way it seems to reference other
artifacts that portray the two Marys approaching the exterior of the
shrine over Christ’s Tomb.? Here, however, the sculptor carved not the
exterior of the Shrine, nor the Tomb. Instead, we see a tripod stone
table with a gospel book upon it, a lamp hanging above it, four spiral
columns holding up the canopy over the Holy Table, and women
ministers of Christ.

Liturgical scene of women processing to the Holy Table at the fomb of Christ. Anastasis,
Jerusalem, ca. 500s. Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Niki Papageorgiou
A (SOCIOLOGICAL) COMMENT

The issue of women's ministry, the institutional liturgical
ministry, has been the subject of a wide debate in recent years. The
centre for Ecumenical, Missiological and Environmental Studies
"Metropolitan Panteleimon Papageorgiou” (CEMES), thanks in
particular to the tireless efforts of its Honourary President, Petros
Vassiliadis, participated in a dynamic way in this discussion. Both the
first Conference organized by the Centre on "Deaconesses, Ordination
of Women and Orthodox Theology" (January 22-24, 2015), and the
second one on "Deaconesses: Past - Present - Future" (January 31 -
February 2, 2020), brought together a wide range of scholars and

80



Ally Kateusz: IMAGES IN ART OF WOMEN DEACONS IN EAST AND WEST

researchers, who investigated the subject from many scientific
perspectives (theological, historical, canonical, patristic, sociological,
etc.) and highlighted its various aspects. From theology to practice,
from the Orthodox Church to the Roman Catholic and the Ancient
Oriental Churches, and from liturgical life to pastoral and social
practice, they underlined the theological positions and presented the
research data on this issue that are constantly being discovered in the
area of biblical, patristic, historical, philological and archaeological
studies.

More specifically, the first conference examined the reinstitution
of the order of deaconesses (including their liturgical act) through the
latest theological or other research, critically approached the
contemporary practice of the Church in the light of the authentic,
though latent, tradition.” The second conference highlighted specific
cases, in which the institutional role of women deacons in the life of the
Orthodox Church, but also of other Churches, in the real/historical field
through the evidence of the biblical and apocryphal sources, the
liturgical texts, the early, proto-Byzantine and mid-Byzantine liturgical
practice of the Church, as well as the early Christian art.?

In the interval between the two conferences, some consoling
efforts appeared, which attempted to reactivate the diaconal - male and
female - ministry of the Church. The decision of Pope Francis to open
the debate on women deacons in the Roman Catholic Church,?” and the
synodal decision of the Orthodox Patriarchate of Alexandria, in 2017,
to proceed with the ordination of deaconesses in order to respond to the
missionary needs of the African continent,”® but also the positive
attitude of some Metropolitans of the Church of Greece towards this
issue, raised hopes for the actual revival of this traditional Christian
institution.

From the proceedings of the two conferences, it is established
that the institutional ministry of women is not an alien affair for the
Christian Church, and much more so for the Orthodox Church. It
belongs to its authentic, though latent, tradition, which lies hidden
beneath its historical tradition” and must be brought to light and
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reactivated.

The role of research proves to be of paramount importance here.
Painstaking theological, canonical, historical, philological and
archaeological research functions as a kind of archeology of
knowledge: they "dig" under the "embankments", i.e. the later social
additions, which cover women's faces, hide their activities, silence their
role and make them invisible. The role of the research is to "dig" in
order to reveal the active and dynamic presence of women and to give
shape and form to their activities, almost forgotten under the weight of
the historical conditions that unfairly reduced their importance.

Under the burden of a historical condition, unjust and demeaning
to women, these latter are often treated as quasi-absent, silent and
invisible. Of course, they are present, but society's gaze and hearing are
not focused on them; no one sees them, and no one hears them.
Research can give voice to women and make them visible, present, and
influential again in the process of running the church community.

This is what Ally Kateusz's research does, with the topic she
suggested: "Images of Female Deacons in art in East and West". With
Kateusz's contribution, the testimony of art comes to strengthen the
results of the biblical and historical research in recent years, reminding
us of the forgotten institutional and liturgical role of women, when the
Church functioned as a body of Christ around the altar, and not as a
hierarchical and patriarchal institution, as it was subsequently evolved,
under the influence of the social and cultural environment of late
antiquity. The depictions of women around the Holy Altar, according
to Kateusz's analysis, testify to the fact that women had a leading
liturgical role in the Christian communities during the first centuries.
It is even remarkable that the women are not simply present, together
with men, around the altar; they are also present in a symmetrical way,
demonstrating the equally participatory and eucharistic character of the
primary community, compared to the later hierarchical and patriarchal
one.

Art illuminates in its own revelatory way the unseen aspects of
a forgotten, but clearly existing tradition, concerning the role of women
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in the early Church. The deaconesses actively participated in the
process of the Church's operation, i.e., in its liturgical, pastoral, and
social work. However, over the centuries their participation faded away
and fell into oblivion. Societies had to change, the debate on the role of
women to be re-opened and the perspective of research renewed, to
ascertain and recognize the "invisible" figures of women hidden and
invisible under the weight of social conditions. The interesting thing is
that the more the subject is researched the more we discover examples
of women ministers, who are there waiting silently and invisibly for the
help of research in order for women to gain a voice and a face,
appreciation, and recognition.

The invisibility of women emerges as a focal point in social
science research. It is considered a form of abuse of their identity and
underestimation of their value to the detriment of course, not only of
the women themselves but also of the healthy functioning of the
community and society in general. Behind the invisibility of women,
the patriarchal and male-dominated structures of traditional societies
are hidden, which are supported by the dominant members of the group
(men) who "construct" this situation?’ Practices used in order for one
group of individuals to dominate others are obscurity, ridicule,
withholding information, inducing feelings of shame and guilt, as well
as devaluing them.” In this context, the impression is created that those
who belong to the dominant social group speak more, so their
contribution and value is recognized.” On the contrary, the social
contribution of women, as in general of individuals or groups coming
from non-dominant social categories, is underestimated. The dominant
group usually sets the rules and norms, with the result that marginalized
group members are put at a disadvantage: once they become invisible,
they are deprived of recognition, appreciation, power and voice.*

On the contrary, women's visibility allows recognition,*
authenticity, and self-determination.’ Visibility implies that a person
is accepted for their skills and abilities, rather than being categorized
by others in a stereotypical way.”® Both visibility and invisibility are
embedded in power relations because those in power also have the
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ability to make others visible or invisible. These two situations reflect
social hierarchies and social boundaries and are then used to reinforce
these arbitrary boundaries, ensuring the maintenance of'social hierarchy
between groups.®” Because they are socially constructed,” when social
conditions change, so does the nature and function of conditions of
visibility.

Let us hope that this continuous and persistent revelation of the
institutional role of women in the Church of the first centuries, will be
able to reveal also the dynamic presence of modern women in the
Church and open ways for the institutional recognition that suits them.
To this end, testimonies such as those brought by Dr. Kateusz, brought
to the surface through early Christian and early Byzantine art are of
enormous importance.

ENDNOTES:
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