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SHARED VISION AND THEOLOGY OF THE DIACOANTE  

 

―The Sacrament of Holy Orders marks deacons ‗with an imprint (character) which cannot be removed 

and which configures them to Christ, who made himself the ―deacon‖ or servant of all.‘ Through 

Holy Orders, Christ calls and the Church asks the bishop to ordain deacons to be consecrated 

witnesses to service.‖ (USCCB, National Directory for the Formation, Ministry and Life of 

Permanent Deacons in the United States (NDPD), #28) 

 

Consecrated, witness, service – all three words are important in this understanding. The permanent 

deacon is set aside and consecrated in the midst of the Church as a witness to the service of God and 

neighbor to which all the disciples of Jesus Christ are called. By his ordination, the deacon is configured 

to Christ, the Servant and Son of God, who came ―not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many.‖ (Mark 10:45) 
 

This understanding serves as a constant reminder that Christian discipleship for the ordained, laity and 

religious alike is not about oneself. Ordination to the permanent diaconate is not about achieving some 

special status or recognition in the Church. The deacon is ordained to be a servant of Christ to God‘s 

people, and a humble aid to the ministry of priests and the bishop. 

 

The diaconal witness is lived in the midst of the world. The permanent deacon is often said to 

have a ―foot in both worlds‖, i.e. he is an ordained minister of the Church, but usually also has secular 

employment and other responsibilities in the secular order. Blessed John Paul II drew attention to this in 

a general audience in 1993: 

―The deacon‘s tasks include that of ‗promoting and sustaining the apostolic activities of the 

laity.‘ To the extent that he is more present and more involved than the priest in secular 

environments and structures, he should feel encouraged to foster closeness between the ordained 

ministry and lay activities, in common service to the kingdom of God.‖ (NDPD, #30) 

 

 The foundational understanding of the call and role of the deacon should be seen through the 

character of the deacon reflected in the dimensions of his life and through an understanding of the 

functions the deacon participates in as part of his three-fold ministry. 

 

 Emphasis on Our Character in the Dimensions of Diaconate Life  

 

 Human - The goal of a ―suitable human dimension‖ is for the deacon to be a servant to all and 

thus the character of a deacon must be centered on humility and the needs of others.     

1. Close living and working situations in society – strives to understand, interpret and find 

solutions to personal and social problems in light of the Gospel 

2. Understand the realities of social life 

3. Courage to speak out for the weak 

4. Prophetic Voice, Evangelizes and Teaches 

5. Relational and Collaborative Qualities and Skills – Understand your strengths and limitations 

(self-criticism) and strive for conversion – improvement 

6. Balance in our personal, family, work and ministry 

 

 Spiritual - The spiritual dimension of the life of a deacon calls us to “put on the mind of Christ”.  

Our spiritual formation begins at birth and continues through our entire life.  The first goal of spiritual 

formation is the establishment and nourishment attitudes, habits, and practices that provide a 

foundation for the development of an authentic and ongoing spiritual life.  This demonstration 

comes in the form of participation in various devotions retreats, days of recollection, adult 

education programming, .. etc.  It also includes an established prayer life both as an individual and 

as a family.    
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1. The continued development of the new life received in Baptism.‖
12

 Many directions lead to this 

goal, all of them fundamentally the work of the Holy Spirit. 

2. Configured sacramentally to Christ the Servant, a deacon‘s spirituality must be grounded in 

the attitudes of Christ.  These include ―simplicity of heart, total giving of self and disinterest 

for self, humble and helpful love for the brothers and sisters, especially the poorest, the 

suffering and the most needy, the choice of a lifestyle of sharing and poverty. 

3. Diaconate spirituality is conditioned by participation in the apostolic ministry and should be 

marked by openness to God‘s word, to the Church, and to the world.   The fundamental spiritual 

attitude should be one of openness to this word contained in revelation, as preached by the 

Church, celebrated in the liturgy and lived out in the lives of God‘s People.  

4. To herald the Gospel requires missionary zeal—a new evangelization—to bring God‘s love 

and salvation to all in word and action. The preaching of the word is always connected, 

therefore, with prayer, the celebration of the Eucharist, and the building of community. The 

earliest community of Christ‘s disciples was a model of this.
18

  

5. To attain an interior spiritual maturity requires an intense sacramental and prayer life. 

 

 Intellectual Dimension – As ordained clergy the deacon preaches the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

primarily through our walk in life (the way we live) and what we say.  For the Deacon to be an 

effective witness he must have a good foundational understanding of Catholic teaching, embrace 

this teaching, and be living in communion with the Catholic Church.   

1. The Deacon must be a knowledgeable and reliable witness to the faith and a spokesman for the 

Church‘s teaching 

2. Deacons must first understand and practice the essentials of Christian doctrine and life before 

they can communicate them to others in a clear way in their ministries of word, liturgy, and 

charity. 

3. Attention should also be given to topics reflecting the specific needs of the Church in the United 

States: (1) a family life perspective; (2) respect for and understanding of our national mul-

ticultural diversity and the incorporation of the Gospel into all aspects of society; (3) the 

social dimension of the Gospel as taught by the Church, especially in the social encyclicals of 

the Popes, and the significant documents promulgated by the United States Conference of 

Catholic Bishops, with special reference to concerns surrounding immigration as experienced 

within the Church in America;
28

 (4) the study of the beliefs and practices of other religions 

and Christian denominations—deepening a spirit of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue. 

Ample opportunities also need to be given to the study and practice of missiology—learning how 

to evangelize—so as to form deacons who will be actively present in society, offering true 

diaconal witness, entering into sincere dialogue with others, and cooperating in charity and 

justice to resolve common concerns. 

 

 Pastoral Dimension –   The model of the ordained deacon is Christ the Servant, who lived totally at 

the service of God, for the good of Men.  The deacon must live the life of an authentic disciple of 

Jesus, who came to serve and not be served.   

1. This discipleship is lived out in prophetic, priestly, and servant-leadership functions—deriving 

from his baptismal consecration.  This servant-leadership role takes place with their brothers and 

sisters in parish life as well as works of charity in the local community. 

2. Deacons are called to proclaim the Christian message and teach it, to lead others in communal 

celebrations of liturgical prayer, and be the witness to the Church in a Christian service 

marked by charity and justice.  

3. The qualities of the Deacon include a spirit of pastoral responsibility and servant-leadership; 

generosity and perseverance; creativity; respect for ecclesial communion; and obedience to 

the bishop. 
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 Diaconate Dimension – Neither a Lay Person Nor a Priest – But Cleric 

1. Common understanding of the Deacon as Cleric – The Deacon is configured to Christ‘s 

consecration and mission – ―a sacred minister and a member of the hierarchy‖.  The Deacon is 

called to distinct identity and integrity in the Church - a cleric who is ordained to diakonia, 

namely, a service to God‘s People in communion with the bishop and his body of priests.  

2. Unity With the Bishop and His Priests – The Principal function of the deacon is to collaborate 

with the bishop and the priests in the exercise of a ministry which is not of their own wisdom but 

of the Word of God, calling all to conversion and holiness. 

3. Agent of the Church - Deacon‘s ministry is defined as a ―service to the bishop.‖  The principal 

function of the deacon, therefore, is to collaborate with the bishop and the priests in the exercise 

of a ministry which is not of their own wisdom but of the Word of God, calling all to conversion 

and holiness in communion with the Bishop and his priest. 

4. Promoting and Sustaining the Apostolic Activities of the Laity.  To the extent he is more 

present and more involved than the priest in secular environments and structures, he should feel 

encouraged to foster closeness between the ordained ministry and lay activities, in common 

service to the kingdom of God. 

 

  Shared Theology of the Three fold Ministry of the Deacon  

 

The Sacrament of Holy Orders marks deacons ―with an imprint (‗character‘) which cannot be removed 

and which configures them to Christ, who made himself the ‗deacon‘ or servant of all.‖   ―The principal 

function of the deacon, therefore, is to collaborate with the bishop and the priests in the exercise of a 

ministry which is not of their own wisdom but of the Word of God, calling all to conversion and 

holiness.‖ 

 

Ministry of the Word - Deacon as Evangelizer and Teacher – The Deacon is the herald of the Word.  

Ministry of the word includes catechetical instruction, religious formation of candidates and families 

preparing for the reception of the sacraments; leadership roles in retreats, and counseling and spiritual 

direction; proclaiming the word and preaching.  The deacon also strives to ―transmit the word in [his] 

professional [life] either explicitly or merely by [his] active presence in places where public opinion is 

formed and ethical norms are applied.‖ 

 Because the deacon sacramentalizes service, he should proclaim the word in such a way that he 

first witnesses its (the Word‘s) empowerment in his own life. Then he can effectively challenge 

others to practice the Church‘s ministry of charity and justice in the social environments in which 

people live their baptismal vocation. 

 In the many formal and informal ways the deacon leads the community, he calls them to reflect 

on their communion and mission in Jesus Christ, especially impelling the community of believers 

to live lives of service.    

 By his own faithful practice of the spiritual and corporal works of mercy, the deacon ―by word 

and example . . . should work so that all the faithful, in imitation of Christ, may place themselves 

at the constant service of their brothers and sisters.‖ 

 

Ministry of Liturgy - Deacon as Sanctifier - The ministry of the deacon is a visible grace-filled sign of 

the integral connection between sharing of the Lord‘s Eucharistic table serving the many hungers felt so 

keenly by all God‘s children. In the deacon‘s liturgical ministry, the Church sees a reflection of her own 

diaconal character and is reminded to serve as Jesus did. 

 In the deacon‘s liturgical ministry, as in a mirror, the Church sees a reflection of her own diaconal 

character and is reminded of her mission to serve as Jesus did. 

 Strengthened by sacramental grace, the deacon is dedicated to the people of God, in conjunction 

with the bishop and his body of priests, in a service of the liturgy of the word and of charity. 

 During the celebration of the Eucharistic liturgy, the deacon participates in specific penitential 

rites as designated in the Roman Missal. He properly proclaims the Gospel. He may preach the 

homily in accord with the provisions of Canon Law. He voices the needs of the people in the 
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General Intercessions, needs with which he should have a particular and personal familiarity from 

the circumstances of his ministry of charity. The deacon assists the presider and other ministers in 

accepting the offerings of the people—symbolic of his traditional role in receiving and 

distributing the resources of the community among those in need—and he helps to prepare the 

gifts for sacrifice. During the celebration he helps the faithful participate more fully, consciously, 

and actively in the Eucharistic sacrifice, may extend the invitation of peace, and serves as an 

ordinary minister of Communion. Deacons have a special responsibility for the distribution of the 

cup. Finally, he dismisses the community at the end of the Eucharistic liturgy.  

 Other liturgical roles for which the deacon is authorized include those of solemnly baptizing, 

witnessing marriages, bringing viaticum to the dying, and presiding over funerals and burials. The 

deacon can preside at the liturgies of the word and communion services in the absence of a priest. 

He may officiate at celebrations of the Liturgy of the Hours and at exposition and benediction of 

the Blessed Sacrament. He can conduct public rites of blessing, offer prayer services for the sick 

and dying, and administer the Church‘s sacramentals, as designated in the Book of Blessings. 

 

Ministry of Charity and Justice - Deacon as Witness and Guide - The deacon‘s ministry, as Pope John 

Paul II has said, ―is the Church‘s service sacramentalized‖.  At the very heart of the diaconate is the 

calling to be a servant of the mysteries of Christ, and of our brothers and sisters. The deacon‘s service in 

the Church‘s ministry of charity and justice is integral to his service in the Church‘s ministry of word and 

liturgy.  The three fold diaconate ministry represents a unity in service: the ministry of the word leads to 

the ministry of the altar, which in turn prompts the transformation of life by the liturgy, resulting in 

charity. As a participant in the one ecclesiastical ministry, the deacon is a specific sacramental sign in the 

Church of Christ the servant. The role of the deacon is to express the needs and desires of the Christian 

Communities and to be a driving force for service, or diaconia, which is an essential part of the mission of 

the Church. 

 

 


