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Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:

Topic Unit 1

The Christian 
Church

Unit 2a

Focus on the 
Catholic Church

Unit 2b

Focus on the 
Protestant 

Church

Church structure in the 
Catholic Church

Church structure in 
ONE Protestant Church

Church structure 
in TWO Protestant 

denominations

The meaning of 
ordination and the 

role of the priest in the 
Catholic Church

The meaning of 
ordination and the 
role of the minister 

or pastor in ONE 
Protestant Church

The priesthood of all 
believers

✓ ✓

✓

✓

✓ ✓

✓ ✓

✗ ✓

✗

✗

✗

✗

✗

✗

✗

✗
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Key leadership roles in the Church
Church structure in the Catholic Church
[Assessed in Unit 1 and 2a only]

The Catholic Church has a hierarchical structure and has several different levels of leadership as outlined in 
the table below. 

The Pope The Pope is the leader of the Catholic Church and is considered by Catholics 
to be God’s representative on Earth. The Pope is referred to as the Bishop of 
Rome and is thought of as the successor to St Peter. Catholics believe that 
the Pope is infallible, that he is without error when speaking about matters of 
faith in a formal way.

Cardinals Cardinals are senior bishops appointed by the Pope. When a Pope dies, 
the Cardinals will meet in the Vatican to elect a new Pope. Each Cardinal is 
responsible for an area within the Church and the Council of Cardinals advise 
the Pope on a range of important issues. 

Archbishops An Archbishop is the highest rank of Bishop and is responsible for an 
Archdiocese. An Archbishop oversees the bishops and priests in a particular 
region within a country. There are four Archbishops in Ireland and the 
Archbishop of Armagh is the Primate of Ireland.

Bishops Bishops are the successors of Jesus’ apostles and are responsible for a 
diocese within each Archdiocese. A Bishop will appoint priests to the 
different parishes and takes responsibility for Church matters in the diocese. 

Priests Priests have responsibility within a parish to proclaim the word of God, to 
celebrate the sacraments with their community and serve their community 
as pastoral guides. 

Deacons Deacons assist priests and bishops in the ministry of the liturgy, preaching 
and caring for the sick. Deacons can move to the next level of Holy Orders 
and become priests. Others can remain permanent deacons and this can 
include married men. Those ordained into the permanent diaconate can 
carry out many key responsibilities but cannot celebrate the Eucharist or 
pronounce absolution in the sacrament of reconciliation.

Women are not permitted to be ordained in the Roman Catholic 
tradition. Church teaching asserts that as Jesus’ twelve disciples 
were all men, so it follows that men should continue to lead 
the church. Some areas of Paul’s teaching is also used by some 
people to justify their opposition to women having leadership 
roles within the Catholic Church e.g. 1 Cor 14:34.

TASK
Follow the link below to find out more about the different 
leadership roles and responsibilities within the Catholic Church.

https://www.aboutcatholics.com/beliefs/church-structural-roles/ ©
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Church structure in Protestant denominations
[Assessed in Unit 1 (students should know church structure in one denomination) and
Assessed in Unit 2b (students should know church structure in two denominations)]

The Church of Ireland
The Church of Ireland (Anglican Communion) is an Episcopal Church and is governed by Archbishops and 
Bishops. There are several different levels of leadership within the hierarchical structure:

Archbishops An Archbishop is the highest rank of Bishop within the Anglican Communion 
and is responsible for an Archdiocese. The Archbishop of Armagh is the 
leader of the Anglican Communion (Church of Ireland) in Ireland.

Bishops Bishops are responsible for a diocese in each country – there are 11 dioceses 
in Ireland. 

Priest / minister / 
rector

Priests / ministers / rectors oversee parishes within a diocese, and some large 
parishes may also have a curate to assist the minister.

In addition to this hierarchical structure, the Church of Ireland is also 
described as being representative because no individual has absolute 
power within the Church. Decisions are the responsibility of both the 
clergy and laity who govern the Church through the General Synod. 
The General Synod is elected every three years and is made up of both 
clergy and lay people who meet yearly to discuss important issues.

Women have been ordained by the Church of Ireland since 1990.

TASK
Find out about the Reverend Pat Storey, the first female Anglican 
bishop in Ireland:

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-foyle-west-24171855 ©
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-foyle-west-24171855
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The Baptist Church
In contrast to the government of the Catholic Church and the Church of Ireland, the Baptist Church rejects 
any type of a hierarchical structure and there is no formal structure of Church government. They believe 
that all Christians are equal therefore leadership of the Church is spread equally among the congregation or 
Church members. Each Baptist Church is free to make their own decisions.

Church government within the Baptist Church is referred to as being congregational – every member of the 
Church has a part to play in decision making and all baptised members can vote at Church meetings.

The Baptist Church believe that some people are called to special ministries. A group of elders will lead local 
congregations and the teaching elder is also known as the pastor. 

Baptist Churches are also inter-dependant because they work with other Baptist Churches and do not work 
independently from other Baptist congregations on important issues.

TASK
Visit the Association of Baptist Churches in Ireland website by following this link.
 
https://www.baptistsinireland.org/  

Using the ‘Our Churches’ section of the website, look up a Baptist Church near you and find out what you can 
about that Church.
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The Methodist Church
The Methodist Church is described as being representative because no-one individual has absolute power 
within the church e.g. there are no Bishops. 

Local churches will manage their own affairs. Worship is led by the presbyter / elder, the ordained minister 
who has responsibility for preaching. Sometimes worship is conducted by a local preacher, who is a trained 
lay person. Other aspects of the local church will be managed by lay volunteers called church stewards.

There is normally a group of churches called The Circuit which are served by a team of ministers. The Circuit 
is led by the superintendent minister who presides over the lay and ordained staff. Ordained deacons can be 
appointed to work in Circuits alongside presbyters and lay people.

While Methodists belong to their local church, they also feel part of a larger connected community (the 
Connexion) and there is a strong link between the clergy and the ordinary people. There are a number of 
decision-making bodies withing the Methodist Church e.g. the Church Council and the Circuit Executive. The 
highest decision-making body is the Methodist Conference, the governing body of the Methodist Church. 
It meets once a year and is made up of lay and ordained people who are involved in decision making at all 
levels.

The Methodist Church in Ireland have ordained women since 1978.

TASK
Visit the website below to find out more about the structure of government within the Methodist Church.

https://www.methodist.org.uk/about-us/the-methodist-church/structure/ 
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The Presbyterian Church
The Presbyterian Church is described as being representative because no-one has absolute power within the 
church e.g. there are no Bishops. Decisions are made by Councils made up of clergy and lay people.

There are three different levels of government within the Presbyterian Church with ministers and members 
sharing the organisation and running of every aspect of the Church’s work.

1. Local – The congregations from individual churches will elect a group of elders to form a Kirk Session 
which governs the local congregation. There are two types of elder: ruling elders who guide the 
congregation in the faith and teaching elders who lead worship, teach the word of God and celebrate the 
sacraments.

2. Regional – Several churches in the same region are grouped together to form a Presbytery which rules 
over congregations within the area.

3. Denominational – The General Assembly is the supreme governing body of the Presbyterian Church 
in Ireland. The Moderator is the senior figure of the General Assembly and someone is elected to this 
position each year therefore the Church is governed democratically. The Assembly consists of all 
ministers and an elder from each congregation. 

Ruling and teaching ministers are ordained and may be men or women. Other people involved in full-time 
church work are lay pastoral assistants called deacons or deaconesses.

TASK
Visit the website for the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. Find out more about the church structure by 
following the link below:

https://www.presbyterianireland.org/ 
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The meaning of ordination and the role of the priest in the Catholic 
Church
[Assessed in Unit 1 and 2a only]

A man can be ordained to be a deacon, priest or bishop in the Catholic Church through the sacrament of holy 
orders. There are three distinct degrees or levels of Holy Orders:
• A deacon can baptise and preach the gospel. He can distribute communion but can’t transubstantiate it 

(change the bread and wine into Jesus’ body and blood) and can’t absolve sins. Permanent deacons can be 
married men who have full time careers and are ordained to assist in the Church.

• Many men who are ordained to the diaconate only spend a year in ministry as a deacon before being 
ordained as priests. An ordained priest can transubstantiate the bread and wine during Mass and has 
been granted the power to absolve the sins of those who are truly contrite 
during the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Catholic priests must remain 
celibate, although there are some married priests who have, for example, 
converted from the Anglican Communion. The Church teaches that celibacy 
enables the priest to give himself ‘to God alone with an undivided heart in 
a remarkable manner.’ In the New Testament, Jesus and Paul were both 
celibate and Catholic priests are required to follow this example.

• Bishops receive the fullness of Holy Orders and have the additional power 
of being able to confirm and to ordain deacons, priests and other bishops 
through the sacrament of holy orders.

 
An ordination of a Catholic priest is carried out by the bishop. During the ceremony the following events take 
place:
• The candidate will lie flat on the floor (prostration) on the floor as a sign he is submitting to God’s will and 

needs God’s help to do his work.
• The bishop will lay his hands on the candidate to invoke the Holy Spirit.
• The bishop will anoint the priest’s hands with oil of chrism and the priest is given a chalice and paten (to 

hold the communion wafers). 
 
Through the sacrament of holy orders, the priest is ordained to serve the church and therefore continues the 
work of the first apostles. The priest promises to lead other Catholics by bringing them to the sacraments. He 
also promises to love and serve God and to be obedient to the bishop.

In the Catholic Church today, the main duties of a priest include:
• Celebrating the sacraments and carrying out baptisms, confession, marriages and funerals in the parish.
• Leading worship by saying Mass 

daily and taking Communion to 
the sick and to those unable to 
attend the Sunday service.

• Proclaiming the Gospel message, 
explaining it to the congregation 
and helping them apply it to their 
lives.

• Visiting the sick and those in 
need of pastoral care or support 
throughout the week.

• Being involved in community 
organisations associated with 
the Church e.g. school Boards of 
Governors, retreats and youth 
ministries.
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The meaning of ordination and the role of the minister or pastor in one 
Protestant Church
[Assessed in Unit 1 and 2b only]

In many Protestant churches, ordination is seen as the rite or religious ceremony by which they formally 
recognize and confirm that an individual has been called by God to ministry, that they have been trained to 
carry out their duties and that they have the authority to preside at the sacraments.

In many Protestant churches both men and women can be ordained to be ministers. For example, the 
Church of Ireland and Presbyterian Church ordain women while the Reformed Presbyterian Church and Free 
Presbyterian Church don’t ordain women.

The duties of a minister or pastor in a Protestant tradition includes the following:
• The organisation, preparation and delivery of church services. This includes writing the sermon for the 

Sunday worship service and organising musicians and readers.
• To carry out key ceremonies e.g. baptism, marriages and funerals.
• To look after the spiritual needs of the congregation e.g. organising prayer meetings or bible study groups.
• To look after the pastoral needs of their parishioners e.g. to visit the sick and housebound and to help 

those in need.
• To be involved in various committees e.g. the Board of Governors in local schools.
• To meet with other church leaders to discuss issues pertinent to the church.

The priesthood of all believers
[Assessed in Unit 2b only]

The priesthood of all believers is a 
concept going back to Martin Luther 
where every individual is believed to 
have direct access to God through Jesus. 
He believed that all baptised Christians 
were priests and that people do not need 
an ordained leader to access God. For 
example, Catholics believe they can go to 
a priest to confess sin and the priest can 
absolve the sins. However, Protestants 
believe that Christians can confess to 
God directly and that they don’t need 
a mediator. Baptists continue to follow 
this teaching and they believe that every 
member of their church has the right to 
interpret the Bible and minister to other 
people.

Luther’s view gave lay people and the 
clergy equal rights and responsibilities 
within the reformed churches. Following 
this, Protestant denominations today 
believe that ministers and pastors still 
have very important roles within the 
Church (as outlined above), but they 
are not necessary in relation to helping 
people access God on their behalf.
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Should all Christian churches allow women to play an equal role to men?

YES NO

Jesus appointed male apostles 2000 years ago 
in a very different society from today. Also, Luke 
8:1-3 actually refers to female disciples who 
accompanied Jesus throughout his mission.

The 12 apostles were men and Christians should 
follow this tradition of male priests / ministers. 
Jesus went against other social conventions, and 
he could have appointed women as apostles if he 
really wanted.

The Bible promotes equality and the churches 
should reflect this. Paul’s letter to the Galatians 
states that men and women are equal. Genesis 1 
states that men and women are created equally 
in the image of God.

Elsewhere in Paul’s letters e.g. in 1 Corinthians 
he argued that women should be silent in 
churches. In 1Timothy, Paul wrote that women 
should not teach or have authority over a man.

It is discriminatory not to allow women to 
have the same rights as men. Many Christian 
denominations already allow women priests / 
ministers. Women can access all other jobs in 
society so why should they be excluded from 
some churches?

Jesus was male and some Christians believe 
priest should be male as he is supposed to serve 
in the image of Christ.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. Outline the main leadership roles in a Christian church of your choice.

2. Do you think a formal structure of church government is important? Explain your answer.

3. Describe the role of a minister/pastor/priest in a church of your choice.

4. What are the qualities which are needed to be a good minister/pastor/priest.

5. Explain why fewer people choose to be ordained as ministers/pastors/priests.

6. “Women should be encouraged to play a greater role in all Christian churches.” Do you agree with this 
statement? Give reasons for your answer.

http://ccea.org.uk/biology/

