
 
GUIDELINES FOR THOSE SEEKING HOLY ORDERS 

 
 

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of services,  
but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God  

who activates all of them in everyone.  To each is given the manifestation  
of the Spirit for the common good.  I Corinthians 12:4-7 

 
 
PREFACE 

 
 The Commission on Ministry of the Diocese of California has prepared this handbook for 
those seeking the ordained ministry of our Church.  The guidelines contained herein were 
developed in consultation with the bishop and Standing Committee of the diocese.  The commis-
sion serves the bishop in an advisory capacity and works in concert with the Standing Committee, 
which has certain canonical responsibilities regarding holy orders. 
 
 Parishes, vestries and clergy who find themselves advising those who seek holy orders 
will also find this handbook useful.  All who encounter, support or judge an applicant for holy 
orders may find the procedures described herein to be useful and informative. 
 

Two related publications should be used with this book: Congregational Sponsorship for 
Holy Orders and Canons on Ministry, both of which are available through the Vocations Office. 
Congregational Sponsorship for Holy Orders is an important resource for clergy, vestries and 
vocations committees to use in assisting those whom the congregation raises up for Holy Orders. 
Canons on Ministry is an extract of the relevant canon law from the Constitution and Canons of 
the Episcopal Church. 
 
 This handbook describes the successive steps taken in the process from application to 
postulancy through candidacy, to ordination.  It sets forth the timetables for the steps and outlines 
the requirements.  At each step it provides a checklist for individual use in monitoring the proc-
ess.  The book attempts, further, to describe the criteria that the commission uses in determin-
ing—insofar as fallible men and women can—its recommendation as to whether a person is truly 
called to and fit for the exercise of ordained ministry. 
 
 There are many requirements.  We recognize that they may seem, at times, difficult or 
rigorous.  These requirements, however, enable Christians to seek the appropriate vocation within 
the Church.  For some, that will be an ordained ministry; for most, it will be a lay ministry.  Both 
lay and ordained ministers serve Christ through the Church.   
 
 The process described herein is that which an applicant will follow in most cases.  Spe-
cial or exceptional situations are described in supplemental guidelines: Application Procedures 
for Holy Orders: Clergy from the Roman Catholic Church and Application Procedures for Holy 
Orders: Ministers from Protestant Traditions.  These special cases include ministers ordained in 
non-apostolic traditions and priests from other branches of the Catholic Church. 
 
 In this book, the canonical requirements are identified by reference to the Constitution 
and Canons of the Episcopal Church as revised by General Convention in 1994.  A citation such  
as III 4:2a, for example, means Title III, Canon 4, Section 2, Part a.  [NB: canonical references 
may need to be adjusted in view of changes made at the 1997 General Convention.] 
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 All communications concerning holy orders should be addressed to the Vocations Coor-
dinator, Diocese of California, 1055 Taylor Street, San Francisco, California 94108.  The tele-
phone number is (415) 673-5015, ext. 315. 
 
 
 
I     PRELIMINARY NOTES 
 
Vocation   
All who are baptized are Christian ministers by virtue of that baptism 
 All who are baptized are Christian ministers, by virtue of that baptism.  The history of the 
people of God is the story of special callings.  Just as the whole people of Israel was called, Isaiah 
was called, Paul was called, Christian men and women are still called to special ministries.  Most 
of these calls are to specific kinds of service as laity.  Some may be called to the life of a religious 
community.  Others may be called to the ministry of the diaconate.  Still others may be called to 
the work of the priesthood. 
 
 Deliberation about vocation should be prayerful reflection.  By the time a Christian has 
reached the point of reading this kind of publication, we assume that the individual has begun to 
perceive his or her vocation to the ordained ministry.  The Church must now respond to that call 
by attempting to establish the integrity and meaning of that vocation. 
 
At no stage in the process is anyone guaranteed ordination 
 It is important that we all be as clear about this process as we possibly can.  At no stage 
in the process is anyone guaranteed ordination.  The process of discernment is continuous.  It is 
not at all useful to think of the various requirements described here as “hurdles” or “hoops,” as if 
they were obstacles which, when successfully negotiated, would leave one on a clear track to or-
dination.  Fulfilling the requirements is absolutely necessary but it is by no means a sufficient 
condition for ordination.  The requirements are dry bones only, onto which flesh must be put and 
into which spirit must be breathed.  At any stage in the process, the postulant or candidate may 
realize that his or her call is not to the ordained ministry and may resign.  There is no dishonor in 
such a decision; it may reflect, on the contrary, admirable wisdom.  At any stage in the process, 
the bishop or the Commission on Ministry may decide that the call they thought was to ordination 
was not, in fact, and permission to proceed may be withdrawn.  There is no dishonor in that 
decision, either.  We pray, however, that such a decision would be made in wisdom, with careful 
discernment. 
 
Community 
 The Christian faith is a community faith.  There is no such thing as a private Christian 
faith.  There is only the faith of the Church—the body into which each of us is incorporated by 
baptism.  A person who believes that he or she has a vocation to holy orders must be particularly 
clear about the community nature of the faith.  It is only in the midst of the active, worshipping 
community that a realistic and viable conviction about priestly or diaconal vocation can take 
shape.  Here the Christian witnesses ministry at work, taking its distinctive forms of service and 
celebration in both commonality and diversity.  In the Christian community, an applicant for holy 
orders finds ordinary and personal models of priestly and diaconal character.  Life in the com-
munity context helps to clarify aspirations for community and is the matrix of vocation. 
The process requires membership in a parish or a mission church 
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 In our church such communities are our congregations.  The process described herein 
assumes and requires three years’ active membership in a parish or mission church, having a ves-
try or a bishop’s committee.  Every applicant is required to work with a Congregational Voca-
tions Committee (CVC): see Congregational Sponsorship for Holy Orders, p. 2. 
 
Role of the Commission on Ministry 
 All who find themselves in contact with a postulant or candidate have roles in nourishing 
his or her growing understanding of self and ministry. 
 
 The Commission on Ministry in each diocese is canonically directed to serve as a council 
of advice to the bishop, with whom the commission confers and consults regularly.  An applicant, 
postulant or candidate who perceives a vocation to holy orders presents that call to the Church for 
interpretation, evaluation and discernment.  Together, the bishop and the commission represent 
the church in the evaluative and pastoral dialogue. 
 
 The commission also serves as a pastoral guide and a source of support and direction to 
the applicant as that individual moves along through postulancy and candidacy toward ordination.  
The commission seeks to establish an enduring relationship with each of our postulants and 
candidates, for it alone stands in direct pastoral relationship with the individual from the begin-
ning of the process to its conclusion. 
 
 A member of the commission will be assigned primary responsibility for establishing and 
nurturing this relationship.  However, the aspirant has a major share in this responsibility: he or 
she must be thoroughly familiar with the steps toward ordination and it is important that he or she 
maintain regular contact with the member of the commission serving as liaison.  The commission 
nonetheless exerts every effort to meet its awesome responsibility in assisting the candidates and 
postulants in priestly and diaconal formation. 
 
 
 
II     APPLICATION FOR POSTULANCY 
 
Introduction 
 Postulancy is an initial time of vocational testing and discernment.  Applicants indicate at 
the beginning the order of ministry to which they feel called, because the requirements and the 
preparation for each are different.  The final decision about vocational goal, however, waits until 
application for candidacy.  During this process the Church, through the bishop, the Commission 
on Ministry, and the postulant’s congregation, guides and evaluates the individual, in order to 
determine the appropriate order of ministry for that person: the order of the laity, the diaconate or 
the priesthood. 
 
All persons seeking ordination to the priesthood will normally be required to graduate from an 
accredited seminary 
 All persons seeking ordination to the priesthood will be required to graduate from an ac-
credited seminary or to have followed an approved alternate program.  Courses may be taken for 
a letter grade or on a pass/fail basis, according to the policy of the educational institution.  Appli-
cants must complete Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) and must take the General Ordination 
Examination (GOE) of the General Board of Examining Chaplains. 
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 The only exceptions to this may be those admitted to holy orders in special cases for 
particular distinct communities (III 9). 
 
 All persons seeking ordination to the diaconate will be required to graduate either from 
an accredited seminary or from the diocesan School for Deacons, to complete CPE or similar 
prescribed course work at the School for Deacons, and to pass the diocesan canonical examina-
tion for deacons, administered by the Commission on Ministry. 
 
 The canons governing postulancy are contained in the Constitution and Canons of the 
Episcopal Church.  All applicants should be familiar with these canons, a copy of which is in-
cluded with this publication. 
 
Criteria for Selection of Applicants for Postulancy 
 The bishop and the Commission on Ministry look for some balanced combination of the 
following characteristics in those who apply for postulancy.  Not every person will exhibit equal 
strengths in all areas, but each is important. 
 
Ability to articulate relationship with God 
 Applicants must be able to articulate their relationship with God in Christ. 
 
Ability to articulate an understanding of the vocation to ordained ministry 
 Applicants must be able to offer a cogent articulation of their understanding of their call 
to the diaconate or the priesthood.  They must be able to express the way in which their vocation 
differs from Christ’s call to all Christians to minister to each other and to the world.  Many times 
it is helpful or necessary for the applicant to spend time under spiritual direction reflecting upon 
the nature of the vocation. 
 
Regular participation in liturgy 
 Applicants must take part regularly in the liturgy and give evidence of a call to participate 
in the sacramental ministry of the Church. 
 
Emotional stability 
 Personality and character traits should reveal emotional stability, intellectual integrity and 
evidence of the fruits of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Capacity for healthy human relationships 
 Applicants must demonstrate a wholesome connectedness to the Body of Christ, as evi-
denced in healthy human relationships. 
 
Academic competence 
 Academic competence and breadth of interest should be evident. 
 
Self-esteem 
 Self-esteem and good health should be reflected in the applicant’s physical appearance. 
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Pre-Seminary Academic Requirements 
 The normal requisite standard of learning for admission to theological studies is the 
bachelor’s degree from an accredited school (III 4:7b).  The following are the more specific re-
quirements of the bishop and the commission. 
 
Balanced academic preparation 
 College graduates are expected to show a balanced academic preparation for graduate 
study.  If college preparation has been inadequate, additional courses or examinations may be 
required (III 4:7c). 
 
 Under exceptional circumstances, those who have not graduated from college may be 
considered for postulancy if they have shown such proficiency in an occupation or profession as 
gives promise of usefulness in Holy Orders they must satisfy the requirements of canon law (cf. 
III 4:7b) either by college course work or by examination (III 4:7c). 
 
The School for Deacons has its own requirements 
 The diocesan School for Deacons has its own academic requirements appropriate for 
preparation for the diaconate. 
 
 
Theological Studies 
 Before ordination to the diaconate (either vocational or transitional), the candidate must 
be examined and show proficiency in the following subject matters (III 6:4a): 
 
National canons require proficiency in these areas 

♦ The Holy Scriptures 
♦ Church History 
♦ Christian Theology 
♦ Christian Ethics and Moral Theology 
♦ Studies in Contemporary Society 
♦ Liturgics  
♦ Theory and Practice of Ministry 

 
Additional requirements of the Diocese of California 
 This diocese makes these additional requirements: 

♦ Clinical Pastoral Education: CPE is required for those preparing for the priesthood.  
For the diaconate, a less extensive form of pastoral training may be approved.  The 
site at which CPE is undertaken must be approved by the commission. 

♦ Scriptural Languages: Regardless of seminary requirements, all applicants for 
priesthood must attempt the study of Hebrew and/or Greek.  They are required to 
complete sufficient study of scriptural languages to allow the use of standard tools of 
scriptural interpretation. 

♦ Field Education: Experience in field education centers, approved by the applicant’s 
seminary or school, is required of all applicants.  Ordinarily applicants should not 
pursue field education experience in the parish or mission that sponsors that candi-
date for holy orders.  One year of concurrent field education is required while the 
student is in seminary; a second year is recommended for those seeking ordination to 
the priesthood.  A full intern year may be substituted for this requirement.  (An 
“intern year” is a year during which a student takes a leave of absence from the 
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 Candidacy remains a time for critical evaluation and does not guarantee ordination. 
 
 
 
IV     APPLICATION FOR ORDINATION  TO THE DIACONATE 
 
Background 
  

Candidacy for those seeking ordination to the diaconate must normally be at least twelve 
months long (III 6:2).  Those seeking ordination to the priesthood will normally be candidates for 
at least eighteen months.  Please note that within certain steps there are different requirements for 
the two different orders.  (A useful checklist is provided in the appendix, page 16, to enable can-
didates to record completion of the steps.) 
 
Steps for Candidates Seeking Ordination to the Diaconate 
 
1.  Letter of Application 

Each candidate must submit to the commission and to the Standing Committee a brief 
letter of application indicating birth date and requesting ordination to the diaconate (III 6:a). 
 
2.  Mid-Candidacy Interview 
 The Commission on Ministry may schedule a mid-candidacy interview after approxi-
mately six months for those seeking the diaconate, and after ten to twelve months for those 
seeking the priesthood. 
 
3.  Canonical Examinations 
 Candidates for the diaconate, on the recommendation of the School for Deacons, must 
arrange through the Vocations Office to take the appropriate diocesan canonical examinations. 
The General Board of Examining Chaplains administers the General Ordination Examinations for 
candidates for the priesthood in January of each year.  It is essential that those candidates 
intending to take the GOE should so advise the Vocations Office by the end of the month of Oc-
tober preceding the date of the examinations. 
 
4.  Psychiatric Evaluation 
 A psychiatrist appointed by the commission will make a psychological evaluation of the 
candidate, this evaluation being paid for by the diocese.  The results are to be reported on Form 
A, Psychological/Psychiatric Examination (III 6:3).  The evaluation should be available at the 
time of the mid-candidacy interview, if that is required (see the following step). 
 
5.  Physical Examination 
 A physical examination is provided free of charge to all candidates at St. Luke’s Hospital 
in San Francisco.  The physician will complete and submit Form B, Physician’s Report (III 6:3). 
 
6.  Letter from Field Work Supervisor 
 The applicant must request that a letter of evaluation be provided to the commission by 
the field work supervisor. 
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7.  Congregational Endorsement 
 The sponsoring congregation must furnish evidence of its official endorsement of the 
candidate on Form D1, Congregational Endorsement for Ordination to the Diaconate (III 6:6c). 
 
8.  Seminary Recommendation 
 The recommendation of the faculty of the candidate’s seminary, or other school, and a 
transcript of studies are required.  This transcript must include a record of successful completion 
of field education (III 6:4c). 
 
9.  Results of Examinations 
 All candidates whose vocational goal is the diaconate must show evidence of successful 
completion of the diocesan canonical examinations for that order.  All candidates seeking even-
tual ordination to the priesthood must show evidence of successful completion of the GOE by 
submitting a report from the Board of Examining Chaplains (III 6:4b).  If in the judgment of the 
Commission on Ministry competence has not been demonstrated in certain of the canonical areas, 
this requirement may be fulfilled by satisfactory performance on such supplemental examinations 
as the commission may prescribe.  The results of any supplemental examinations must be 
reported to the commission. 
  
10.  Evaluation of Intern Year 
 If the applicant has undertaken such a program during his or her candidacy, an evaluation 
of the work accomplished during the intern year must be sent in by the intern’s supervisor.  It 
should contain recommendations for areas of growth. 
 
11.  Interview with the Commission on Ministry 
 When the preceding steps have been completed, the candidate should, through the voca-
tions coordinator, schedule an interview with the commission, in order to obtain its recommen-
dation for ordination to the diaconate.  This recommendation is sent to the bishop and Standing 
Committee on Form D2. 
 
12.  Interview with the Standing Committee 
 Following successful completion of all of the preceding steps, the candidate must obtain 
the consent of the Standing Committee for ordination to the diaconate (III 6:5, 7)  The interview 
with the Standing Committee is scheduled closely following that with the Commission on Min-
istry.  The testimonial of the committee is reported on Form D2.  The candidate’s commission 
liaison will communicate the committee’s decision. 
 
 
 
V     APPLICATION FOR ORDINATION  TO THE PRIESTHOOD 
 
Background 
 Candidates for ordination to the priesthood in the Diocese of California normally serve 
six months in the transitional diaconate, at the discretion of the bishop, with the advice of the 
Commission on Ministry (III 7:10b).  A clergy-in-training group for all newly ordained people 
meets several times a year.  The coordinator of this program will be in touch with all candidates 
regarding it.  (A useful checklist is provided in the appendix, p. 16, to enable deacons seeking 
priesthood to record completion of the following steps.) 
 



Guidelines  --  page 13 

Steps for Deacons Seeking Ordination to the Priesthood 
 
1.  Letter of Application 
 The deacon must write a letter of application to the commission requesting recommen-
dation to the Standing Committee for ordination to the priesthood.  The letter must also state the 
deacon’s date of birth.  Deacons must be at least twenty-four years old before ordination to the 
priesthood (III 7:10a; 7:11a). 
 
2.  Congregational Endorsement 
 The deacon must provide the endorsement of the rector (or vicar) and the vestry (or 
Bishop’s Committee) where the deacon serves on Form Pr1, Congregational Endorsement for 
Ordination to the Priesthood.  A deacon in charge of a congregation must have the additional en-
dorsement of any priest of the diocese in good standing (III 7:11c). 
 
3.  Comprehensive Evaluation by Supervisor 
 The cleric for whom the deacon is working must submit a comprehensive evaluation of 
the deacon’s ministry.   
 
4.  Commission on Ministry Interview 
 The deacon, together with any other deacons at the same stage in the process toward or-
dination to the priesthood, will meet with the commission, in order to obtain its recommendation 
of his or her application to the priesthood.  This recommendation is reported to the bishop and the 
Standing Committee on Form Pr2.   
 
5.  Standing Committee Consent 
 The Standing Committee must give its consent for ordination (III 7:12); an interview with 
the committee will therefore be scheduled following the preceding step..  One of its responsibili-
ties is to ensure that all canonical requirements have been met.  The committee submits its tes-
timonial on Form Pr2. 
 
6.  Decision 
 The bishop, with the consent of the Standing Committee, makes a decision regarding or-
dination and informs the applicant of it by letter. 
 
Note:  No date may be set for the ordination of any candidate until all canonical requirements 
have been met.  


