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The Hierarchy of the Catholic Church consists of its bishops, 

priests, and deacons . In the ecclesiological sense of the term, 
“hierarchy” strictly means the “holy ordering” of the Church, the Body of 
Christ, so to respect the diversity of gifts and ministries necessary for 
genuine unity (1 Cor 12). 
 
What is the leadership structure of the Catholic Church? 
 
The Pope 
The Pope is the bishop church of Rome and the direct successor of St Peter. He is reliable in matters like 
morals and faith. Also known as the Vicar of Christ he is but not an absolute authority and cant issue decrees 
whimsically. The Vatican City is the home of the Pope and the rules that govern his election procedure is found 
in the apostolic constitution. He definitely has the option of resigning too. 
 
Cardinals 
The Cardinals are the princes of the Church and are appointed by the Pope himself. Generally they are the 
bishops heading departments of important Episcopal sees and as a group they advise the Pope and are also 
eligible to elect Pope’s successor in case of his death or resignation. The cardinalate is more of an honorific 
distinction and not an essential part of the theological structure of the Catholic Church. 
 
Archbishop 
This title is held by bishops heading metropolitan sees and also by those heading archdioceses that aren’t 
either.  In the Catholic Church, archbishops and bishops rank below cardinals. A bishop oversees a diocese, 
which is a collection of local parishes; and an archbishop administers an archdiocese , which is just a really 
large diocese. 
 
The Bishop 
The body of bishops are considered the successors of the apostles and they are the ones who have attained 
the highest form of priesthood and they comprise of the pastors of the Church or rather are the Church 
representation. Primarily a bishop controls the diocesan ordinaries and they meet up on a regular basis to 
discuss the current issues. The Liturgy or certain decisions of the Church are an exclusive agenda of these 
meetings. The bishops are normally ordained by another three, though only a single validity is good enough.  
 
Priest 
Administering most of the sacraments, he can belong to any of the roman religious orders like Baptism or 
Eucharist and is committed to serve any congregation.  Only baptized, unmarried men may be ordained to the 
priesthood. 
 
Deacon 
In the transitional stage, he is a seminarian and is studying for priesthood.  A permanent deacon is an ordained 
minister who normally assists a priest, can perform baptisms and officiate at weddings and funerals.  A 
permanent deacon can be married. 
 
Laity 
All baptized Catholics (excluding those who are ordained.  Lay people are called to live the ospel message and 
share their faith with others, and to be active members of their parish.  They can serve as acolytes, lectors or 
EMHC.    There are over 1 Billion Catholics throughout the world. 
 
 

https://www.hierarchystructure.com/bishop-church-hierarchy/
https://www.hierarchystructure.com/roman-religious-hierarchy/
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Who can administer the Sacrament of Holy Orders? 
 
Only bishops can administer the Sacrament of Holy Orders, by which men are ordained as bishops, priests or 
deacons. Women are excluded from the hierarchy of clergy.  

 All clergy, including deacons, priests, and bishops, may preach, teach, baptize, witness marriages, and 
conduct funeral liturgies.  

 Only priests and bishops can celebrate the sacraments of the Eucharist (though others may 
be ministers of Holy Communion) Penance (Reconciliation, Confession), Confirmation (priests may 
administer this sacrament with prior ecclesiastical approval), and Anointing of the Sick. 

 

What is the role of the Deacon 

Practically speaking deacons can do many activities that priests participate in. Deacons can baptize, preach 

during Mass, officiate at a Catholic wedding, and even run a parish (with the permission of the local bishop). 

Deacons can also lead communion services that often look and feel like a Catholic Mass. 

Deacons, however, cannot consecrate the Eucharist or hear confessions. They cannot administer the 

sacraments of Confirmation or Anointing of the Sick. 

Simply put, deacons are meant to be servants, assisting the pastor (and Church) in whatever way he can. 

All priests and bishops are also deacons, because the diaconate is the first of the three stages of Holy Orders. 

Deacons who go on to be ordained priests are known as transitional deacons. They are vowed to celibacy. 

Men who serve in the permanent diaconate — meaning they will not, as a rule, proceed to priestly ordination 

— may be married at the time of their ordination, but may not remarry if their spouse passes away. 

The permanent diaconate is a specific vocation in the Church, one that depends on the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit. God is the one who calls deacons to service in the Church through the sacrament of Holy Orders. It is 

important to remember that it is not something that is gained by going through the ranks of the Church, but 

something that is given (and received) through the grace of God. 

What is the role of the Magisterium of the church to sacred scriptures and tradition? 
This teaching office of the Church is called the Magisterium (CCC 2032-2033). Magisterium comes from the 
Latin word magister which means “teacher.”  
 
In simple terms, the magisterium is the official teaching office — in the sense of role or authority, not a 
bureaucratic center — of the Church, which consists of the pope and the bishops in union with him. They are 
given the task of interpreting scripture and making judgments on “tradition” within the Church, making 
official statements as to the authenticity of such traditions. 
 
Here is how the Catechism of the Catholic Church defines the magisterium. 
“The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its written form or in the form of 
Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone. Its authority in this matter is 
exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.” This means that the task of interpretation has been entrusted to the 
bishops in communion with the successor of Peter, the Bishop of Rome. (CCC 85) 
 
It is the role of the Magisterium to interpret in a decisive way both Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition. In 
this way the Church is teaching (CCC 888-892).    Some common synonyms of magisterial are dictatorial, 
doctrinaire, dogmatic, and oracular. 
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How does a Catholic priest become a bishop? 
 
A bishop position will not open until the current bishop reaches 75, becomes very ill, or dies. Once there is a 
bishop position available, the local bishops will nominate priests to become the new bishop . These names are 
given to the archbishop who reviews the nominations and then organises a vote to be carried out. 
 
How is a Pope selected?  

To be a bishop, you must firstly be ordained a priest for five years and be over the age of 35. After completing 
a doctorate, you have to wait for a bishop vacancy, and slowly rise up the ladder – becoming an archbishop 
will definitely improve your chances of being elected a cardinal. 

When a Pope dies or alternatively resigns from his office (as Benedict XVI did in 2013), the College of Cardinals 
are summoned to the Vatican to select the next Pope. If over two-thirds of the votes back a candidate during 
this secret conclave, then they are officially elected Pope. 

Nowadays this voting process lasts around five days. Once chosen, the now-Pope selects his new name and 
makes himself known to Catholics all around the world. 

How big is the Catholic Church? 
 
There are an estimated 1.2 billion Catholics in the world, according to Vatican figures.  As of 31 December 2020, 
the Catholic Church consisted of 2,903 dioceses or equivalent jurisdictions, each overseen by a bishop. 
Dioceses are divided into individual communities called parishes, each staffed by one or more priests, deacons, 
or lay ecclesial ministers. Ordinarily, care of a parish is entrusted to a priest, though there are exceptions. 
Approximately 22% of all parishes do not have a resident pastor, and 3,485 parishes worldwide are entrusted 
to a deacon or lay ecclesial minister. 
 
What is the organizational structure of the Catholic Church in the United States? 
 
The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) is an assembly of the hierarchy of bishops  who 
jointly exercise pastoral functions on behalf of the Christian faithful of the United States and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands.   The organizational structure of the Catholic Church in the United States consists of 33 Provinces with 
as many Archdioceses (Metropolitan Sees); 148 Suffragan Sees (Dioceses); The Military Archdiocese; four 
Eastern-Rite jurisdictions immediately subject to the Holy See in Rome. The Eparchies of St. Maron 
(Marionites), Newton (Melkites), St. Thomas the Apostle of Detroit (Chaldeans) and St. George Martyr of 
Canton, Ohio (Romanians). Each of these jurisdictions is under the direction of an Archbishop and Bishop 
called an Ordinary, who has apostolic responsibility and authority for the pastoral service of the people in his 
care. 

Catholic Parishes 
The organizational structure of Catholic parishes typically consists of ordained and lay leaders. Ordained 
leaders include the parish pastor, part-time priests, and deacons; all who provide worship leadership and 
pastoral care, among other duties. 
 
What is the origin of Catholicism? 
As a branch of Christianity, Roman Catholicism can be traced to the life and teachings of Jesus Christ in 
Roman-occupied Jewish Palestine about 30 CE. According to Roman Catholic teaching, each of the sacraments 
was instituted by Christ himself. Roman Catholicism also holds that Jesus established his disciple St. Peter as 
the first Pope. 
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What’s the difference between Catholics and Christians? 
Catholicism is the largest denomination of Christianity . All Catholics are Christians , but not all Christians are 
Catholics . A Christian refers to a follower of Jesus Christ who may be a Catholic , Protestant, Gnostic, 
Mormon, Evangelical, Anglican or Orthodox, or follower of another branch of the religion. 
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Order vs. Chaos: Authority Structure of the Catholic Church - CATHOLIC BASICS, #2 

3MC - Episode 55 - What is the structure of the Church? 

 

 
 

https://youtu.be/u7Gtyu-YZNo
3MC%20-%20Episode%2055%20-%20What%20is%20the%20structure%20of%20the%20Church?

