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The Ministry of the Levites

As a Type of the Diaconate

There are no “deacons” in the Old Testament in the strict, sac-
ramental sense as understood by the Church today. The diaconate
emerges explicitly in the New Testament (see Acts 6:1-6) where
men are set apart for service (diakonia) within the apostolic com-
munity. Nevertheless, the Old Testament provides a rich matrix of
liturgical and ministerial patterns that the Church later recognizes
as typological precursors to the diaconate. Chief among these is

what they require” and that they “shall observe devoutly the liturgical
norms proper to the sacred mysteries so as to bring the faithful to a
conscious participation in the liturgy, to fortify their faith, give wor-
ship to God and sanctify the Church” (nos. 28-29).

The Levites also exercised a significant role in the proclama-
tion and musical expression of Israel’s worship: they were orga-
nized into choirs and instrumental groups that led the people in

the ministry of the Levites, whose func-
tions within Israel’s worship offer the
closest analogy to later diaconal service.

The Levites were set apart for service
in the sanctuary and to the priesthood
descended from Aaron. While they did
not exercise the sacerdotal role of offer-

A defining characteristic
of the Levitical ministry

is its relational nature.

psalmody and praise (see 2 Chronicles
5:12-13). Their function was not merely
aesthetic but theological: they gave voice
to the worship of the people and helped
articulate the Word of God in a liturgical
setting. This anticipates the diaconal role
as herald of the Gospel and leader of the

ing sacrifice, they were indispensable to
the liturgical life of Israel. Their responsibilities included prepar-
ing the materials necessary for sacrifice, maintaining the sacred
vessels, and assisting the priests in the orderly execution of ritual
worship (see Numbers 3-4, 18). This supportive, non-sacrificial role
establishes a clear structural parallel with the deacon’s function at
the altar: not as celebrant, but as an ordained minister of service,
ensuring that the liturgy is conducted with reverence and order.

In addition to their practical duties, the Levites were entrusted
with guarding the sanctity of the sacred space. They were responsible
for protecting the Tabernacle — and later the Temple — from profa-
nation, ensuring that only those properly authorized could approach
holy things. This custodial role underscores a key dimension of litur-
gical ministry: the preservation of sanctity and holiness within com-
munal worship. In a similar way, the deacon participates in maintain-
ing the integrity and reverence of the liturgy, assisting the bishop or
priest while also mediating proper order within the assembly. In this
regard, the Directory for the Ministry and Life of Permanent Deacons
states that “the deacon is to observe faithfully the rubrics of the litur-
gical books without adding, omitting or changing of his own volition
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Prayers of the Faithful.

A defining characteristic of the Levitical ministry is its rela-
tional nature. The Levite exists not independently, but in ordered
service to the priesthood. His identity is constituted by assistance,
mediation, and support rather than by sacrificial authority. This
structural subordination is not a diminishment but a distinct form
of participation in the liturgy. The same applies to the diaconate,
which is configured not to the priesthood of Christ in its sacrifi-
cial dimension, but to Christ as servant. The deacon’s ministry is
inherently relational — directed toward the bishop and priest, and
through them toward the people of God.

Ultimately, all such patterns find their fulfillment in Jesus
Christ, who defines his own mission in explicitly diaconal terms:
“The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve.” (Mark 10:45)
The Levitical ministry, in particular, prefigures the diaconate by
embodying a form of sacred assistance that is essential, ordered,
and oriented toward the sanctity of liturgical worship. TD

DEACON HAROLD BURKE-SIVERS serves at Immaculate Heart of
Mary Catholic Church in Portland, Oregon.






