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Introduction 

In 1964, the Second Vatican Council restored the Order of Permanent 

Deacons in the Latin Rite Catholic Church as a “proper and permanent rank of the 

hierarchy.” Henceforth, married as well as celibate deacons would be allowed and 

each episcopal conference could determine its own norms for the formation and 

evaluation of permanent deacons. 

During the 36 years that have passed since this Second Vatican 

Council decision, the permanent diaconate has flourished in the United States. As 

the years go by, the community of deacons grows and ages at the same time. The 

larger the community grows, the more difficult it is for individual deacons to 

maintain bonds with each other. Concurrently, the aging process, with its 

attendant more frequent periods of sickness, tends to loosen the bonds even more as 

older deacons and spouses begin to lose contact with others in the community due to 

illness and the resultant lack of mobility. Permanent deacons, “dedicated to duties 

of charity and of administration,? have not always given these members of our 

community adequate attention. 

During the course of preparing for this Pastoral Project, I found that 

for many deacons in this archdiocese the concept of a diaconate community that 

  

1 Lumen gentium, 29. 

2 Ibid. 29  



affirms and helps deacons and their families is unfamiliar. Diaconate formation 

and continuing education programs have not always placed enough emphasis on the 

theological, historical and sociological reasons for forming and maintaining strong 

bonds within the diaconate community. One recent survey taken in the Archdiocese 

of Washington indicates that some deacons consider themselves to be "independent 

contractors” without ties or responsibilities to other members of the community. By 

definition, a community is a group of people who have something in common. 

Caring community members are called to show concern for other members of the 

community. However, how can this occur if part of the community does not believe 

that there is a need for the community to exist? 

The first step in bringing deacons and their families to the realization 

that they should care for each other was a thorough grounding in the reasons for 

the need for community. Bringing the community to this theological reflection was 

time consuming. Fortunately, in Let Ministry Teach, Robert L. Kinast proposes an 

ideal methodology for theological reflection that includes the five basic steps that 

were used for this theological reflection: 

Selecting an Experience — selecting and then focusing on meaningful 

moments that will eventually become the basis for the reflection.  



Describing the Experience — taking the meaningful moments and 

describing them so that the experience can be made available for 

reflection. 

Entering an Experience — reliving the experience from the inside out so 

that those entering into the theological reflection may learn what the 

experience has to teach. 

Learning from an Experience — grasping what the experience has to 

teach by relating what is already known with what the experience 

suggests is yet to be learned. 

Enacting the Learning — incorporating the learning into a pattern of 

living. 

Kinast’s process of theological reflection was used as a basis for my 

own personal theological reflection on the need for community support to elderly 

deacons. It was then used to help the permanent diaconate community of the 

Archdiocese of Washington to reflect on its own purpose in light of the theological 

and historical background of the diaconate. The community of deacons was then 

asked to reflect on the pastoral care provided to elderly and infirm deacons. 
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Situating diaconal ministry within its theological, historical, and 

sociological context helps to bring the restoration of the permanent diaconate into 

perspective while emphasizing the community aspect of the diaconate. The first 

part of the Pastoral Project began with newsletter articles, conferences and 

discussion groups designed to sensitize deacons to the true meaning of diaconal 

ministry and to begin the process of theological reflection on the need to bond 

together as a group and care for those in need within the community. 

After there was a clear understanding of the need to build and 

maintain a viable and vibrant community, a more proactive approach continued the 

theological reflection that led to the community’s decision to organize and support 

the project. Ome-on-one interviews with the elderly, surveys of diaconate 

community concerns, the formation of support groups and discussion groups 

centered on the need for the community to care for those most in need round out the 

continuing theological reflection on diaconate community. 

Once the community, through its representatives, decided to take 

action, meetings were held with the group of deacons and Deacon couples who will 

dedicate themselves to this new ministry.  



Succinctly stated, the intent of this Pastoral Project was: 

To bring a sense of community to permanent deacons 

in the archdiocese. 

To have the permanent diaconate community reflect on its 

ministerial responsibilities, especially to the elderly 

and infirm members of our own community, 

To develop a plan to respond to the identify the needs of the elderly 

and infirm deacons and their families, 

To implement the launching of this plan and monitor its effectiveness. 

 



Chapter 1 

Selecting the Experience 

During the 36 years that have passed since the Second Vatican Council 

decision to restore the permanent diaconate as a separate but equal order in the 

Latin Rite Catholic Church, the permanent diaconate has flourished in the United 

States. As the years have gone by, the Deacon population has continued to grow at 

a phenomenal rate. However, it also continues to age at the same time. The larger 

the community grows, the more difficult it is to maintain community bonds with 

each other. The aging process, with its attendant more frequent periods of sickness, 

tends to loosen the bonds even more as older deacons and spouses begin to lose 

contact with others in the community due to illness and the resultant lack of 

mobility. Permanent deacons, “dedicated to duties of charity and of 

administration, have not always given this growing problem much thought. The 

elderly and infirm members of our community have not always received adequate 

attention. There are growing indications that the reason that this is occurring is 

that the two historical linchpins of diaconal service, a strong sense of community 

and a sense of charitable care for those in need within the community seem to be 

lacking. 

  

8 Lumen gentium, 29  



Community care occurs within the changes of life itself4 Yet, if a 

group of people do not consider themselves a community, they remain merely an 

assortment of persons engaged in like tasks with no perceived need to care for each 

other. 

The process of the renewal of the permanent diaconate as a separate 

but equal order within the Latin Rite Catholic Church began over thirty years ago. 

Almost half of the permanent deacons presently ministering to the needs of the 

Church throughout the world live in the United States. During the years that I 

worked as the Executive Director of the permanent diaconate in the Archdiocese of 

Washington, I had the opportunity to study the history of the permanent diaconate 

not only in my own archdiocese but also in others. After studying the plans in place 

for the formation and ministry of permanent deacons in several dioceses certain 

patterns became clear. Even in the United States, where statistics show that the 

permanent diaconate has enjoyed surprising success over the years, the Second 

Vatican Council initiative was implemented unevenly. Some dioceses have strong 

permanent diaconate Formation and ministry programs that have been in place for 

years. Others have started programs only to have them ended abruptly years later. 

Others have never had an indigenous permanent diaconate presence in the diocese, 

preferring to allow permanent deacons incardinated in other dioceses to function 
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within the diocese while not having a Permanent Diaconate Formation Program of 

their own. Under these circumstances, permanent deacons should not be surprised 

to see that the perception of the permanent diaconate as an ordained ministry 

within the Church changes from diocese to diocese. 

While in some dioceses permanent deacons are respected members of 

the community, in others they are “glorified altar servers.” These perceptions 

“bleed over” into the perception of the degree of support that individual permanent 

deacons and their families should receive from the diocese and from the members of 

the diaconate community as a whole. In my discussions with other permanent 

deacons, I have noted that even the image that deacons have of themselves is 

largely molded by the perception that others, especially diocesan officials, have of 

their ministry. 

The diaconate community in the Archdiocese of Washington is one of 

the oldest in the United States. Over the course of the years, it has moved from the 

infancy stage through adulthood and into senior citizenship. The key to the success 

of the diaconate in the Archdiocese of Washington's program is continued evolution 

in ministry over time. Deacons meet the needs of the time and parish to which they 

find themselves assigned. This has been of utmost importance in the growing 

stature of the permanent diaconate within parish communities over time. 
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Part of the dynamics of change within a successful community is 

growth. While a growing community is indicative of success in the vocations arena, 

community growth can also bring problems. The larger the community grows, the 

more difficult it is for deacons to maintain community bonds with each other. 

Concurrently, the natural aging process with its attendant more frequent periods of 

sickness tends to break the bonds even more as older deacons and spouses begin to 

lose contact with others in the community due to illness and the resultant lack of 

mobility. Over the course of the history of the permanent diaconate in the 

Archdiocese, ministry to and support for deacons and their families has not always 

been emphasized. Ministry to elderly and infirm deacons and their families is a 

case in point. Indeed, it is difficult at times to get some deacons to admit that a 

diaconate community exists. Therefore, the question at hand is, how can the 

community be called to reflect on its own needs and responsibilities? 

Using Kinast’s process of theological reflection, this Pastoral Project 

seeks to help the permanent diaconate community of the Archdiocese of Washington 

to reflect on its own purpose in light of the theological and historical background of 

the diaconate. Concurrently, the community will be called to reflect on the pastoral 

care that it provides for elderly and infirm members.  



When the entire community reflects on its own historical roots in light 

of its religious beliefs and its understanding of those beliefs the process of 

understanding its own diaconal identity begins. As this process of self- 

understanding continues, the community should become a more closely knit family 

that is better able to care for its own members. 

 



Chapter I1 

Describing the Experience 

During the course of a series of one on one interviews and visits 

conducted in 1997 when I was Director of the Permanent Diaconate of the 

Archdiocese of Washington, I discovered that each one of the deacons or wives I 

talked with had important viewpoints that should be considered when deciding the 

future course that the diaconate program should follow. I began to believe that in 

order to test the health of the community we needed more extensive interviews. In 

1998, I commissioned one of our retired deacons with experience in interviewing 

people to conduct home visits with each of our archdiocesan deacons and their 

spouses. The topic of discussion was to be the state of the diaconate and what were 

the good and the bad things going on in our community. Only those who wanted to 

be visited would be interviewed. I sent a detailed letter to all the deacons in the 

archdiocese explaining why I thought it was important for the health of our 

community to do this. I told them that what we wanted to do was to study our 

diaconate community so that we could dispel myths, unravel problem areas, find out 

what we were doing right and define the goals that we should have as a community 

for the future. The interviews held were strictly confidential.  



Since the task was to visit as many of the deacons as possible and 

collect their concerns and thoughts on the diaconate community, a wide range of 

topics were discussed. The personal interviews showed diaconate ministry to be 

alive and vibrant in the archdiocese, however, as in any community there were 

some problem areas. Two separate, but related, issues surfaced that I found 

disconcerting. First, the interviews showed that many deacons felt that they were 

isolated from any diaconate community involvement. Their sense of community was 

not strong. Deacons said that the community had grown so much that they did not 

know each other. There was a tendency among some deacons to consider themselves 

“independent contractors” without ties or responsibilities to other members of the 

community or, indeed, to anyone outside of their parish. Second, because of this 

lack of sense of community, our program for caring for sick and elderly deacons and 

wives was not as strong as it could be. 

I saw firsthand how this lack of community could have an impact on 

sick and elderly community members. During one of the visits that I made to the 

elderly in 1997, I spoke to the oldest of our permanent deacons. When I spoke to 

him, he was 90 years old and had been living in a nursing home for the 10 years. 

His wife passed away 20 years ago. Although his is the micro point of view on the 

topic of aging and the diaconate, it is also representative of various conversations 

that I had with elderly deacons over the course of the year. 
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Deacon John 

Deacon John (DJ) was a retired permanent deacon. He passed away in 

1999. When this visit took place, he was 90 years old and had been ordained for 28 

years. He was ordained in the first ordination class in the Archdiocese and had 

seen the diaconate progress from its earliest times to today. Deacon John’s wife 

Mary passed away 20 years before this visit. They had been married for 40 years 

and had several children. All of them are now grown with families of their own. 

Before his retirement from his job at age 65, Deacon John worked for the federal 

government. He retired from ministry at the mandatory retirement age — 75 — after 

having served a moderate sized parish community for a little over 13 years. I spoke 

to Deacon John (DJ) at the nursing home. He was recovering from the flu at the 

time. He was sitting in an easy chair in his room when I visited him. 

The following is the verbatim transcript of the conversation we had: 

I (F) began the conversation with the usual greeting and asked him (DJ) how he 
was feeling. 

DJ I'm not feeling too bad now. It’s been a long time since I've been 
able to get up out of bed but with the sun out today, I decided to 
sit here by the window. 

It sure is a great day for that. 

You know, I'm the oldest deacon in this diocese. 

I know that John.  



I was ordained in 1971, in the first class... Things have changed 
a lot since then. 

That was a long time ago. How do you think things have 
changed since then? 

Well we were the only ones around - the only permanent 
deacons around. I think we were the first ones to be ordained in 
the country! We didn’t have a lot of rules and regulations to 
guide us. We just did things. (pause) 

That must have been pretty tough. 

Actually, it was a lot easier. We didn’t have a lot of rules and 
regulations to go by. We were the first class to be ordained, you 
know. 

I know that John. What other things do you think have changed 
since then? 

Well, you know I think we probably were a lot closer then. We 
were the only permanent deacons around so we knew each other 
pretty well. We went through two years of formation together 
and then we were constantly in contact with each other 
afterwards. Of course, now with a lot more deacons around, I 
guess it’s hard to get people together, isn’t it. 

Well, it certainly is a lot harder. That's for sure. 

You know, one thing that I wanted to tell you. 

What's that, John? 

I miss being in the parish. There was so much going on when 
Mary and I were at the parish. When she died, I worked even 
harder - more time to do that, I guess. The kids were all grown 
and I was home alone. Then, all of a sudden, here I am. 

How are they treating you here, John?  



Okay, I guess. It’s not the way they treat me. It’s having to be 
here. I'm the oldest Deacon in the diocese, you know, and I don’t 

have the time or the strength now to continue doing all of the 

things that I used to do. I guess I have become used to not being 

able to do things like I used to but ... 

But what? 

Well, I certainly would like to be able to do more. To be able to 

talk with other deacons more often. To be able to do more. I 
don’t know... 

(John is beginning to get a little agitated now). 

Well, what do you think you should be doing? 

I don’t know. You're the boss, you know, but if I were going to 

do something... I don’t know... I guess... How many deacons 

are in nursing homes now? 

I guess there are about 6 or 7 and maybe another 3 or 4 who 

aren’t but will be soon. 

You know why people go to nursing homes, don’t you? 

Why is that John? 

Cause nobody cares about you anymore. 

C'mon John, you know that isn’t true. 

No, no, hear me out. I know my daughter doesn’t have time to 
take care of me now. I mean, she has the kids to worry about. 

No sense giving her more problems than she needs. 

John, I don’t think that is the reason you came here to begin 

with. I seem to remember you wanted to come here. 

Yes, but it was because I didn’t want to be more trouble than I'm 

worth. 

John...  



You know what would be nice? 

What? 

If you could come by more often to visit. You listen and you 

understand but you don’t come around enough times. 

Maybe you're right John. 

Ministry to the Elderly 

This was a difficult discussion to have. Actually, the last thing that 

John mentioned was probably the hardest for me to take, “... you don’t come around 

enough times.” Not being able to be everywhere, I was constantly worried about 

not being able to tend to the needs of everyone. I have been involved in ministry to 

the elderly for the past ten years, in one capacity or the other. Part of my ministry 

at the time as Director of the Permanent Diaconate was visiting elderly deacons and 

wives, I tried to see it as more than just a part of the job. However, I also knew that 

it is a physically draining experience. 

I like to use the term “elderly” rather than some of the other terms 

that have come into vogue such as “chronologically challenged.” People advance in 

experience and knowledge as they advance in age. I believe that “elderly” carries a 

connotation of advanced age coupled with more experience and more knowledge. 

16  



Being elderly sounds like aging with dignity. “Chronologically challenged” sounds 

like a clockwork view of aging. John likes to be called old or elderly. He mentions 

quite often that he is “the oldest deacon in the diocese.” He does not want anyone 

to forget that having reached this advanced age is a major accomplishment. At the 

same time, John wants to feel useful but is no longer physically able to do much 

outside of the nursing home. 

 



Chapter IIT 

Entering into the Experience 

As a member of the diaconate community, I feel a special sense of 

happiness at being able to reach out to people like John. There is an old Spanish 

saying: El diablo sabe mds por viejo que por ser diablo — the devil knows more 

because of his age than because he is the devil. Society makes it difficult for many 

of the elderly to take on the role of “wise grandparent.” Our society teaches us that 

if you cannot contribute financially to the well being of others, your value to society 

1s nil. I think that because of the cultural milieu from which I come my support for 

the elderly comes through in my attitude towards them when I visit. 

As Director of permanent deacons, I was the only one who regularly 

visited our aging deacons and wives. Others do so from time to time but no group of 

deacons and/or wives is regularly involved in visits to our own sick or elderly. I see 

this as a problem for two reasons. First, if I am the only one who visits the elderly 

and the sick on a regular basis, the rest of the community does not need to become 

involved and therefore does not take part in the ministerial effort. Why is this 

important? When the community is not involved in caring for some of the most 

vulnerable of its members, the community is in danger of losing its communal 
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identity. It can become an administrative entity, a community in name only. Any 

type of ministry has to be collaborative in nature. It is all God’s work that just 

happens to be entrusted to our human hands’. Second, by taking on the sole 

responsibility of visiting the elderly and sick, I become the only representative of 

the community to do so. Those visited surely notice that no one but me is coming to 

visit, just as Deacon John did. We should not deprive those who are homebound or 

in hospitals or nursing homes of the morale boost that having several people coming 

to visit can bring. 

The elderly have a lot to contribute to others in terms of accumulated 

wisdom. They are an untapped source of experience. Even, if there was nothing to 

be learned from them, it is our responsibility, as Christians, to ensure that all 

people feel the love of Jesus Christ in their lives. 

In listening to the elderly like John speak, I could not help but reflect 

on the issue of visiting the sick. I am reminded of all of the times during Jesus’ 

ministry that he spoke with those who were ill. He healed them, yes, but he did not 

do so in an impersonal way. The core of Christian ministry is to continue the 

mission of Jesus who “embodied the ongoing compassionate response of God for all 
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in need of healing love and saving mercy5.” In the end, Jesus sent out the apostles 

and disciples to do the work that needed to be done. He did not try to do it all 

himself. He found others who were able to give to others of themselves in a very 

personal way. He chose people who had the capacity to help others and gave them 

enough authority and responsibility to continue this ministry of love and expand it. 

Over the years of working with elderly deacons and their families, I 

have started to ask myself, what else should the community be doing and what 

should we be doing differently? When I first began to visit the elderly, I thought 

that what we needed to do as a community was to begin a program of hospital and 

home visits that would involve more members of the community. After all, we, as a 

community, should be ministering to our own by getting them more involved in 

doing things collaboratively with the rest of us. There is a wealth of knowledge and 

experience in the elderly. While tapping this resource, we could give them an 

opportunity to express their own ideas and make them feel that their ideas can 

have an impact on the community at large even though they are not able to actively 

work within that community. 

Erik Erikson tells us that what many of the elderly are seeking at this 

stage in their lives is integrity. According to Erikson, integrity is a sense of 

  

6 Ibid. 398  



comradeship with men and women of distant times and of different pursuits. It is 

the acceptance of one’s own and only life cycle and of the people who have become 

significant to it. Thus integrity implies an emotional integration that permits the 

elderly deacon and wife to participate by fellowship as well as acceptance of the 

responsibility of leadership.” It is a willingness to continue living an active life. I 

think that if integrity is defined in this way, then seeking it is a lifelong task. A 

program of frequent visits may be the key to helping the elderly and infirm 

establish their own integrity. It may also help us to reinforce our own identity as a 

community. 

I decided to take this thought to the diaconate community to see what 

they thought about it. However, before taking this to the community, I had to work 

on the other problem area mentioned above — the perception that there was no need 

for community. The problem was how to get the entire community involved in the 

theological reflection when many community members do not believe a need for 

community exists. 

The process of forming a community begins when the members begin 

to consider their common background. In order to get deacons and their wives in 
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the archdiocese of Washington to do so, the diaconate newsletter “The Servant” was 

re-instituted after a hiatus of several years. In it, I began to publish articles on the 

diaconate community and the need to maintain the strong bonds that tie us to each 

other in a common purpose and a common goal. The topics that are summarized 

briefly below became a topic of discussion for deacon support groups and discussion 

groups in the various deaneries. The intent of the topics presented in the articles is 

to get the diaconate community to reflect on the need for bonding together as a 

group and thus take responsibility for supporting other members of the group. The 

topics were chosen to bring the community into a process of theological reflection on 

the meaning of the diaconate. 

A Historical Perspective of Community 

The word “deacon” is derived from the Greek diakonos, meaning a 

servant or, perhaps more precisely, a go-between. Its earliest Christian use occurs 

in Phil 1:1. Through reception of ordination as a deacon, a man becomes a cleric in 

the Church (c.266.1). The diaconate is the third order of sacred ministers, following 

the episcopacy and the presbyterate (c.1009.1). 

Traditionally, the Catholic Church traces the origins of the Order of 

deacons back to apostolic times. If asked, most deacons will proudly say that the 
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apostles instituted the first diaconate community as part of the newly formed 

community of Jewish-Christians in Jerusalem. Indeed, the one of the Christian 

Scripture readings usually used at diaconate ordinations is from the Acts of the 

Apostles’ chronicle of the incident which led to the first group that would be the 

model for all deacons. According to the full account given in Acts 6:1-11, the 

apostles chose seven men "acknowledged to be deeply spiritual and prudent" and 

blessed them by the laying on of hands. These “first deacons” were chosen to 

resolve a problem that had occurred when widows, members of the Greek speaking 

Jewish-Christian community, complained of being “short changed” in favor of the 

Hebrew speaking widows when food was distributed to them by the community. 

The diaconate group chosen was explicitly empowered to work together as a group 

to provide for the distribution of food among the growing Church membership. "It 

would be a great mistake for us," the Apostles said "to neglect the Word of God in 

order to wait at table” (Acts 6:1-11). The importance of what appears to be a purely 

administrative action on the part of community leadership cannot be over- 

emphasized. For what this text from Acts shows is the beginnings of what would 

become an order or a group or community of ministers specifically dedicated to and 

involved in a Ministry of Service. The main thrust of diaconal ministry is service to 

others. Indeed, the word deacon is a derivative of the Greek word, diakonia, which 

means to be of service or to be a mediator. Ergo, deacons are people who serve  



others or, perhaps more correctly stated, deacons are mediators between the “haves” 

and the “have-nots.” 

Initially this ministry was not required for ordination to the 

presbyterate and during the patristic age, it was understood to be a permanent 

lifetime office. Deacons were entrusted with responsibilities that were charitable, 

liturgical and evangelical. They were also thought to be the bishop’s ear and eye in 

his care for the church. They maintained order in the eucharistic assembly and 

they led the people in prayer. Often they had control of the goods of the church. 

The influence of deacons, especially the principal assistants of bishops, 

continued to increase and began to dominate the clergy despite a warning from the 

Council of Nicaea (325) that precedence must be given to bishops and priests. 

Changing clerical and sacramental practices, however, plus the rise of monasticism 

led to a gradual diminishment of the role of the deacon in the West. Eventually it 

became and for many centuries continued to be simply a temporary transitional 

ministry required for ordination to the priesthood. 

It took centuries for the permanent diaconate to resurface. However, 

the first serious stirrings of a renewed interest in the permanent diaconate came 

about because of a great need for the rebirth of a more diaconal Church. While 
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discussions about the possibility of renewing the permanent diaconate had been 

going on since the mid 19% century, it was at the height of World War II, that a 

group of Catholic men, mostly priests, imprisoned in the same cellblock at the Nazi 

concentration camp at Dachau began seriously considering the ramifications of its 

restoration. 

In the midst of this dehumanizing environment of pain and cruelty, 

these men imprisoned in what became know as “The Priest’s Cellblock” prayed for 

courage to continue believing in God. They offered as much support and 

encouragement as they could to all the nameless and voiceless persecuted people 

who surrounded them. Somehow, they kept their faith alive, sustained hope, and 

witnessed to God's unconditional love. 

Whenever possible they discussed how the course of history in 

Germany could have changed if a more diaconal Church had been in evidence before 

the rise of the National Socialist Party, the Nazis. Would Hitler and the Nazis have 

gained power if the Church, and German society as a whole, been more willing to 

see to the plight of the homeless and the powerless? If only there had been a group 

of Catholic deacons working in factories, shops and offices, the Church might have 

been able to make her presence felt at every level of society and thus influenced the 

events that led to the rise of the Nazi regime between the two world wars. 
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Seeing their fellow priests dying at an alarming rate in the 

concentration camp, the prisoners turned the discussion to the need to address the 

anticipated critical shortage of priests in post-war Germany. They surveyed the 

possibilities of reorganizing ecclesial work and exchanged ideas concerning a 

possible restoration of the permanent diaconates. Unaware that what they were 

contemplating would have worldwide significance, these prisoners in Dachau, and 

the questions they formulated, became the primary impetus for the restoration of 

the modern permanent diaconate. Through their actions and words, they showed 

themselves to be true "servants in the image of Jesus." 

After the war ended, many of those involved in the Dachau discussions 

continued to meet and work for the awakening in every Christian of a commitment 

to justice through service and stewardship. Their influence was felt throughout 

Europe. 

The Deacon Circles 

Beginning in 1945, the movement for the restoration of the diaconate 

as a viable order within the Latin Rite Catholic Church grew slowly but steadily. In 
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the spring of 1951, a small group of seven diaconate supporters, mostly college 

students influenced by the increasingly available writings on the restoration of the 

permanent diaconate, began to meet regularly to talk about what a restored 

permanent diaconate would look like. This group became known as "the Deacon 

Circle." Additional “Deacon Circle” groups soon emerged throughout Germany, 

France, and Eastern European countries. These "Deacon Circles" were the first role 

models for an emerging community of laity dedicated to service. Pope Pius XII 

encouraged each diocesan church to nurture groups such as these as a way of 

transforming every aspect of society. 

The first “Diaconate Circle Working Paper” appeared in Germany on 

May 1, 1952. Hannes Kramer, one of the original members of the first “Deacon 

Circle” was the author of the paper. This publication was intended to maintain the 

sense of community that had grown among members of the original Deacon Circles. 

The first two issues of this seminal work on the restoration of the permanent 

diaconate contained articles on what a restored diaconate should look like. Basing 

itself on the model of Evangelical Lutheran deacons, the articles touched on 

community life as an important aspect for those who wanted to become deacons and 

those who were already in active ministry as deacons. From the very beginning of 

the search for how to bring about the rebirth of the permanent diaconate, the 

Deacon’s dedication to service ministry and the importance of community - and 
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community building - among deacons and their families were of the utmost 

importance’. 

After years of discussions and study, an International diaconate Circle 

was organized in 1959. The importance of community and community building was 

not lost on those seriously discussing the restoration of the permanent diaconate. 

Writing circa 1961, Dr. Josef Hornef, one of the early supporters of the permanent 

diaconate, said: 

(t) he spirit of the diaconate, community spirit, is fostered in the 

monthly work and family meetings of the groups in the monthly 

celebration of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. A community prayer 

also promotes the cause. The circles have their own “leading ideas,” 

conceived as a result of ten years of communal reflection”. 

Deacon Circle community gatherings such as these prepared the way 

for the eventual restoration of the diaconate. 
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By 1962, “Deacon Circle” groups were ready to formally petition 

Vatican authorities for the restoration of a permanent diaconate opened to both 

married and single men. Several of the bishops who attended the Second Vatican 

Council, mostly from Germany, were favorably influenced by this petition as well as 

by other writings of the members of the diaconate Circles. 

The Second Vatican Council 

The famed German theologian, Karl Rahner!!, developed a compilation 

of thirty-nine essays on the permanent diaconate, called Diakonia in Christo. These 

essays, written by a variety of European theologians and historians, addressed 

various aspects of ministry that a community of permanent deacons might carry 

out. They also explained the enormous value groups of ordained ministers 

dedicated to service to others would have for the Church. The essays, widely 

distributed among the European bishops and theologians, helped to gain support for 

the proposal. 

  

11 Named a consultor for the Second Vatican Council Preparatory Commission on 

the Administration of the Sacraments, Dr. Karl Rahner had already written and 

lectured extensively about the renovation of the permanent diaconate in the Latin 

Rite Catholic Church and was widely considered to be an expert on the theology of 
the diaconate.  



During the two decades before the advent of the Second Vatican 

Council, Dr. Rahner’s support for and understanding of the theology of the 

diaconate generated considerable momentum towards restoration of the permanent 

diaconate. Dr. Rahner was later named a consultor for the Second Vatican Council 

Preparatory Commission on the Administration of the Sacraments. Writing in the 

1960’s in Theological Investigations, Karl Rahner noted that that it would be hoped 

that the Church would foster a “unity and cooperation among deacons ... which (is) 

so necessary for the fulfillment of their (diaconal) task ...72” 

In the course of the Second Vatican Council’s discussions on Gaudium 

et spes and the pastoral role of the Church in the world, the permanent diaconate 

was restored by a majority vote of the Council on October 30, 1963. The restoration 

of the diaconate was officially announced in Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic 

Constitution on the Church, released on November 21, 1964. 

In 1967, Pope Paul VI officially re-established the permanent 

diaconate in the Latin Rite, and placed the decision regarding its local restoration 

in the hands of the episcopal conferences. On May 2, 1968, the U.S. Catholic 

Bishops petitioned the Holy See for permission to establish the permanent 
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diaconate in this country and received a favorable response on August 30, 1968. 

Permission was immediately given but the makeup of the diaconate within each 

diocese was left up to each national Episcopal Conference and, ultimately, to each 

individual bishop. What would the diaconate look like, once restored, and how 

should bishops go about restoring it? Speaking on December 7, 1968, in a speech 

titled “On The Diaconate” in Freiburg, Germany, Rahner noted “one of the tasks of 

the Church’s official ministers is to build up the Christian community!%”’ within the 

context of a “society that is in a state of great disintegration.’?” Professor Rahner 

took the position that because bishops and priests are ill equipped to fulfill this task 

on their own the diaconate as a permanent and official institution within the 

Church hierarchy was absolutely necessary. The formation and maintenance of 

community within the Church was a topic of discussion among theologians of the 

day. Rahner indicates that the task of integrating the individual into the 

community of the Church is a function of the Church that requires human qualities 

not possessed by every one of the “Church’s official functionaries.”’5 As Rahner puts 

it, “It is this position, therefore, that makes it necessary to have the diaconate as a 

special official institution.”?6 
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At the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), in the Dogmatic 

Constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium, 29, the diaconate was restored as a 

“proper and permanent rank of the hierarchy.” Married as well as celibate deacons 

were allowed and each episcopal conference could determine its own norms for the 

formation and evaluation of its permanent deacons. The permanent deacon 

henceforth was to be “dedicated to duties of charity and of administration” (LG 29). 

Later, the Council noted (AG 16) how the work of a deacon is strengthened by the 

grace of the sacrament, thereby tying these servants of the Church more closely to 

the altar. 

Pope Paul VI established canonical norms in 1967 for restoration of the 

permanent diaconate in his apostolic letter, Sacrum diaconatus ordinem. In 1968, 

Paul VI promulgated a revision of the rite of diaconate ordination and on August 15, 

1972, in his apostolic letter Ad pascendum he established new norms addressing the 

admission and training of deacons and retaining the requirement of celibacy for 

unmarried deacons. At the same time in 1972, in his apostolic letter Ministeria 

quaedam, Paul VI eliminated tonsure, some minor orders and the subdiaconate 

while retaining orders of lector and acolyte. 

In the United States, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops 

(NCCB) requested and received on August 30, 1968 permission from Rome to 
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restore the permanent diaconate. A “Bishops Committee on the Permanent 

Diaconate” was established and, in 1971, the committee’s guidelines for the 

formation and ministry of permanent deacons, Permanent Deacons in the United 

States, Guidelines on Their Formation and Ministry, were adopted by the National 

Conference of Catholic Bishops. Thus, when John Paul II promulgated the revised 

Code of Canon Law in 1983, the new legislation fully encompassed both the 

transitional diaconate of those called to the presbyterate and the new role of the 

permanent diaconate as constituting one order of deacons. 

A Ministry of Service   

All Christians, by virtue of their baptism, receive their own gifts of the 

Holy Spirit or charisms; however, not everyone receives the same gifts. In the same 

way, each member of the Church shares a responsibility for its mission, but not 

everyone has the same charism. We are all united in our mission but we have a 

diversity of charisms and ministries. Among the many ministerial gifts given to the 

Church are the ordained ministries of the bishop, the priest, and the deacon. The 

role of these ministers is to lead the Church in carrying out its ministries by 

coordinating all its other ministries and services. When we say that deacons are 

ordained to service, we mean that all three orders of the Church — deacons, priests, 

and bishops — serve the People of God in three different ways. Due to ordination, 
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the Deacon is to serve as a sign of Jesus himself, who “came not to be served but to 

serve.” Because Jesus was a servant, his Church must also be a servant. Deacons 

are the Church’s service sacramentalized or made visible. They are living signs of 

the servant dimension of the entire Church. 

This does not mean that the deacon has a monopoly on service. In fact, 

other members of the Church can carry out many of the service ministries that the 

deacon performs. Nevertheless, by liturgical consecration deacons are called, and 

respond to, service. Thus, service as a ministry is made visible and effective. In 

other words, the deacon is a sign and an instrument of the Church’s service. The 

deacon who serves at the Eucharist, or serves at the soup kitchen, or in the prison, 

or in the hospital, is meant to be an eloquent reminder to all the Church that all of 

us should be continually striving to serve others. The deacon is a reminder that we 

must all continuously strive to do all that we can with the gifts God has given us for 

the People of God who are in the most need. The deacon’s task is therefore to 

inspire, to enable, to empower, and to prepare others for the ministry of service. A 

constant reminder and a call to clergy and laity alike, the deacon shows others how 

to respond to the presence of Christ in the needy, the helpless and the poor — and to 

do something about their plight. For when someone who works with the poor also 

proclaims the good news, calls on the people for prayers of compassion, prepares the 

gifts and distributes communion people can recognize the connection between the 
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deacon’s ministry of charity and his ministry of the word and the altar. The 

diaconate does not supplant the presbyterate or the laity. They are to be catalysts 

for priests and lay people working with them to address the needs of those who are 

most in need. 

Deacons also bring their service ministry into married life and, by their 

example and teaching, into the marketplace. Within marriage, the deacon couple 

should enrich and challenge all married couples to lead a Christian married life. 

Deacons should be the ones asking the hard questions in the marketplace. Why are 

there so many homeless, hungry, out of work? Why are some people welcome, 

others not? Why is there such violence and disregard for life? Why and how does 

society turn the helpless into the hopeless? The deacon is called to play a leading 

role in bringing back to the community a social awareness, a call to respond, and a 

challenge to help build the kingdom of God. 

The Call to the Diaconate 

The call to the diaconate is both a call from God to serve and a call 

from the community of faith to be served. This call does not come from the 

individual alone, nor is it for the deacon’s own sake. It is received in the community 

of faith, for the community of faith and recognized by the community of faith. A 
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person may feel an attraction, a “call” to a deeper spirituality, but this call must 

always be discerned in communion with the faith community. 

Anyone who feels that call must have the call validated by the Church. 

Church leaders have the responsibility of helping people to discern whether their 

God-given gifts meet a particular need to perform a specific service for the faith 

community. A call to the diaconate must be supported by a life dedicated to service 

and compassion long before the call to Holy Orders is perceived. 

Ordination is the public commissioning of an individual by the bishop 

of the local church for a ministry considered vital for the community's life and 

growth. For the deacon, ordination is an acceptance of and a permanent 

commitment to this special call. Through ordination, the Church publicly 

recognizes that this individual is someone who has a God-given call and a gift for 

service. Through ordination, the deacon receives the grace of the Sacrament of 

Orders and publicly promises fidelity to the obligations that come with answering 

the call to ministry. 

The Second Vatican Council outlined a new approach to the 

relationship that the Church should have with the world.” The Pastoral 

Constitution on the Church, Gaudium et spes, eloquently describes the "solidarity 
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and respectful affection” that the Catholic Church must have "for the whole human 

family” if it is to remain true to the Gospel. An especially important sign of the 

Church’s new dedication to diakonia, or service to humanity was the Council’s 

decision to restore the diaconate as a permanent sacramentalization of the Church’s 

mission to serve the People of God in the world. The Council began the process of 

~ restoring the permanent diaconate in the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, 

Lumen gentium. 

The theology of the renewed diaconate expressed by Karl Rahner, Josef 

Hornef?’, and Hannes Kramer!$ foresaw a diaconate that was based on community 

and community service. The story recounted in Acts 6 cited above shows us a 

community of ministers chosen to minister to the community. The diaconate 

community is a community of ministers. Yet, as we have seen from the 

  

17 Dr. Josef Hornef studied in Germany at the Universities of Freiburg in Breisgau, 

Bonn and Giessen. He received doctorates in both Civil as well as Canon Law. He 

began studying the notion of a restored diaconate in the 1930s. His chronicles of 

the genesis and growth of the concept of a renewed diaconate have been widely 

cited. 

18 Hannes Kramer founded the first Diakonatskreis or “Deacon Circle” in 1951 in 

Germany. A Franciscan spirituality helped to mold this first group’s concept of a 
servant Church. In 1954, Hannes formed the second Circle and, in subsequent 

years, helped to form several more. It was through the efforts of these circles that 

the notion of a renewed and restored diaconate began to gain ground in Europe from 

the 1950s through the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council. Hannes Kramer 
was among the first permanent deacons ordained following the restoration of the 
permanent diaconate shortly after the close of the Second Vatican Council. 
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conversation with Deacon John, it seems that forming community and ministering 

to “our own” sometimes drops to the bottom of our list of priorities. A variety of 

different ministerial commitments pulls us in different directions. 

 



Chapter IV 

Learning from the Experience 

While the articles provided much information about the diaconate, 

reading about the historical and theological basis for maintaining community bonds 

1s not enough to have people feel that they are members of a community and, as a 

part of the process, to want to come to the aid of other community members in need. 

Without ministry to those in need, the diaconate runs the risk of losing its reason 

for existence. The identity of the deacon has always been closely tied to the concept 

of diaconate community. There should be no debate about the need for community 

for deacons because the community already exists. Those who do not understand 

this crucial point do not understand the diaconate. In the hurry of ministering to 

others, what deacons, and those who administer diaconate programs, sometimes 

forget is that ministry to those in need also means ministry to the members of our 

own community. Groups of deacons and wives exist within our own community who 

need consolation and affirmation. Why should we treat our own community 

members differently from all the other people we serve? 

Once the community began to have feelings of being a community, the 

question of how to help Deacon families at all stages of life begins to make more 
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sense. Illness and aging are only two of the stages that deacons and their families 

go through about which we can talk. There are also those who have deep 

psychological and spiritual crises some caused by a feeling of emptiness that follows 

retirement from active ministry. 

After months of preparation and group discussions of this topic, the 

majority of the deacons and their wives saw the need to serve the elderly and infirm 

members of our community. How did we do this? Fortuitously, in 1997, because of 

an executive decision to better organize the diaconate community in the Archdiocese 

of Washington, a Deacon Advisory Board came into being with a relatively simple 

and specific mandate: advise the Director of the Permanent Diaconate on 

community support matters thereby ensuring continued support for diaconate 

community members?9. 

Fortunately, merely advising the Director is not the only task that the 

board has. The members also assist the Director in coordinating diaconal 

community activities, such as annual meetings, retreats, continuing education 

workshops, family oriented gatherings, Deacon Support Groups, and the benevolent 

and charitable works of Archdiocesan deacons. Group membership is made up of 
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the elected representatives of the Deacon Support Groups. It is the ideal venue to 

begin the process of support to elderly and infirm deacons and their families 

The Deacon Support Groups or similar groups are especially important 

in an undertaking such as this. The groups are composed of all deacons, active and 

retired, who reside within the boundaries of each of the Archdiocese's 13 deaneries. 

In each deanery, the members of the support group elect one of their own to 

organize activities, to call and preside at meetings, and to represent the group on 

the Deacon’s Advisory Board. 

The Deacon’s Advisory Board meets at least once a quarter with the 

Director of the permanent diaconate to discuss issues of interest to the diaconate 

community. 

A Community Reflection on Ministry 

Since January 2000, the Deacon’s Advisory Board has been discussing 

the Deacon’s sense of community. The discussions are taken to the deanery support 

groups where input is received and returned for further reflection and discussion at 

the next Deacon’s Advisory Board meeting. The diaconal sense of community is of 

utmost importance to the theology of the diaconate. Diakonia cannot exist without 
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this sense of community. Simply stated, in order to serve there must be someone to 

serve. The diaconate community is a community of ministers, par excellence. Yet, 

when one looks at the history of the permanent diaconate since its restoration after 

the Second Vatican Council, it becomes obvious that the community aspect of the 

diaconate has not been overly emphasized. 

Discussions of the reasons for weak community links centered on the 

fact that as a community, we oftentimes allow forming community and ministering 

to "our own” to drop to the bottom of our list of priorities. Many times, it seems that 

the number ministerial commitments in which we are already involved pull us in 

different directions. Permanent deacons who spent years in formation together 

complained about losing contact with each other, even though they live within 

driving distance. There just does not seem to be enough time to do everything we 

have to do within our parishes and continue to do everything we should be doing for 

our own physical, emotional and spiritual well being. It is not surprising to find 

that community support for members of our community in need is not always as 

strong as it should be. 

We have been struggling with the meaning of community. Yet, part of 

that discussion began to be centered on what our separate and corporate 

responsibilities are to those less fortunate among us. As the discussion progressed, 
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we found that there were actually two separate, but related, topics to be considered 

concurrently. First, the formation of a more cohesive diaconate community and 

second, support for sick and elderly deacons and deacon’s wives in our community. 

From these two topics, the subject of past, and ongoing, pastoral reflection within 

the community came the idea for setting down the steps taken in this Pastoral 

Project. 

Since late 1999, I used Margaret Kornfeld’s work on community 

wholeness and the dynamics of change within communities?’ as a basis for our 

trying to understand the dynamics of change within the diaconate community. 

Kornfeld rightfully states that authentic community is the medicine that our society 

needs. The loneliness, isolation, emptiness and feelings of meaninglessness that we 

sometimes feel cannot always be attributed to physical maladies nor can it always 

be treated with medication. The pain of going through internal fragmentation and 

ruptured relationships oftentimes lead community members to seek relief and 

healing from within the community. Because of our interconnectedness, the vitality 

of the community contributes to our strength. When the community is not prepared 

or not willing to provide a welcoming ambience to its own members, it cannot call 

itself a community. Romans 12:3-8 reminds us of our need to be “members one with 

another.” 
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Chapter V 

Enacting the Learning 

The first step in organizing discussions within the community centered 

on the need to bring the diaconate back to its origins as a caring community. The 

articles cited above that were published in “The Servant” showed that the reason 

that the first seven deacons in Apostolic times were chosen was to minister to the 

needs of the less fortunate members of the community. They were tasked with 

restoring the dignity of those members of their own community who were being 

oppressed by the majority. A series of discussions on ministering to ourselves were 

held over a period of several months in each one of the Deacon Support Groups. 

The reflections were continued by the members of the Deacon Advisory Board. It 

was finally decided that it was time to move forward with a plan to support the 

elderly members of the community. The majority opinion was that as a diaconal 

community committed to diakonia we could not stand by and watch the elderly 

members of our own community slowly sink into oblivion. The concerns raised by 

the dissenters were somewhat disconcerting. Most of the opposition dealt with 

whether something like this was needed. One of the arguments against was that 

the numbers of elderly in this group are not great and that they have their own 

families to take care of them. The majority opinion was that Christ did not ask us 

to serve others only if there were enough of them to make it worth our while. 
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Several standing committees form part of the Deacon Advisory Board. 

Formed to meet specific needs within the diaconal community, one of these standing 

committees, the Bereavement Team, was already in existence before the inception 

of the advisory board. It seemed logical that this team would provide the ideal 

venue for organizing an effort to support the elderly. The team ministers to the 

families of deacons who are terminally ill or who have died suddenly. It consists of 

deacons and wives who routinely handle cases of sickness, grief, and loss in their 

ministry. Trained through Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) programs, many of 

them are certified chaplains or assistant chaplains at local area hospitals and 

hospices. The specific task of the team is to handle the increasing number of deaths 

and terminal illness experienced by the diaconate community families. They 

provide support and guidance for family members of deceased members of the 

community. Team members are chosen and asked to volunteer based on their own 

ministry experience and training in this field. Since a number of diaconate 

community members minister in hospitals and hospices there is usually no 

difficulty in finding team members. 

The reflection on how to support the elderly and sick members of the 

community moved to the Bereavement Team. Since team members already have 

experience with supporting the terminally ill, it was thought that they could also be 

key players in forming a new group that would minister to all of the elderly and  



infirm. The discussions centered on the needs of this special group of people. In 

Identity and the Life Cycle, Erik Erikson describes how the cycles of life come into 

play to describe the process of growth. Erikson uses the term integrity to describe 

an emotional integration that permits the elderly to become aware of the relativity 

of all the various life styles that give meaning to life. The possessor of integrity is 

ready to defend the life style that he or she leads while accepting others as they are. 

There is a feeling that an individual life is the “accidental coincidence of but one life 

cycle with but one segment of history.” The loss or lack of integrity leads to 

despair and an often unconscious fear of death. Despair is expressed by a feeling 

that integrity has not been reached and that time is too short for an attempt to start 

another life and try to find alternate roads to integrity. 

Since ordination, deacons, for better or for worse, have come to accept 

their own life, and have become comfortable with being who they are. They 

experienced the sense of comradeship that comes from sharing a ministry with men 

and women of different ethnic, racial, cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. 

Having gained the respect and trust of cohorts and parishioners alike because of 

what they see as the position that they have held in the parish community, they 

suddenly find themselves bereft of their ministerial functions. Forced to retire 
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because of age (75 is the mandatory retirement age) or health reasons, the loss of 

this accrued ego integration can lead, at times, to distress and despair. These 

members of our community can move from generativity to stagnation. While it 

might seem strange to couch this move in these terms, diaconal families do feel a 

sense of ownership and almost paternal pride in caring and nurturing the next 

generation of faithful and faith filled Christians. In doing so, they renew and 

contribute to the strength of the generations “coming up.” 

The danger occurs when the generative impulse that has been a 

powerful influence in the Deacon couples’ life for many years is stilled by retirement 

due to age or sickness. Many times deacons in this situation find that while they 

have faced the triumphs and disappointments of being spiritual originators of 

others, generators of ideas for some and role models for others, they have not 

prepared themselves for the loss of relative importance that retirement means to 

many. Therefore, we have deacons who refuse to retire, thinking that when one 

retires “the game is over.” We also have deacons who feel disgust and displeasure 

with the rest of the community because of their diminished “power.” This 

sometimes manifests itself in criticism of those who continue in ministry. 

In our discussions, the members of the Bereavement Team and I found 

that many of the elderly deacons and wives that we have come into contact with 
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have experienced difficulty in coping with the reduced activity that moving into 

retirement or coping with sickness incurs. As mentioned before, once the deacon 

reaches 75 years of age, retirement is mandatory. The deacon is then encouraged to 

continue in ministry as long as health is not an issue. However, the natural 

“slowing down” process that occurs oftentimes means that the deacon, active in 

ministry with people and used to being heavily involved in community activities, is 

no longer able to continue ministry. There are presently 26 retired deacons. 

Additionally, several deacons and spouses suffer debilitating illnesses. Of the 215 

Active and retired deacons still incardinated in the Archdiocese, 58 are in their 70s 

and 80s — 27% of the total. 

The sudden stress of retirement described by Kornfeld and the loss of 

the supportive environment that most members of the diaconate community have 

enjoyed throughout the years since ordination cause a need for more 

companionship. In many cases, the retirement or sickness has brought about a loss 

of integrity. The psychological stages of human beings come to mind where the 

hierarchy of needs predicates a need for attaining food, shelter and companionship 

before being able to attain a strong spiritual life. It almost seems as if the need for 

companionship has supplanted the need for spiritual growth. Thus, the loss of 

integrity can be acutely felt during these retirement years.  



This pastoral concern is one that I am intimately aware of because it 

encompasses a separate but related concern. It involves what I like to call the 

“generation gap” that has come about over the past years. The diaconate 

community is a community of ministers. Erik Erikson’s views on identity and 

uprootedness are important when discussing this issue. The deacon and the 

diaconate family (deacon, wife and children) in many cases gain a new identity after 

ordination. The Church calls on the deacon to take on new responsibilities and 

canonical faculties that help to define who the deacon is. The diaconate family 

shares in some of these responsibilities and therefore takes on some of the same 

identity. For the most part, the more mature diaconate families have reached what 

Erikson calls the integrity stage. It would be hoped that most of them would have 

also reached what Fowler calls the Conjunctive stage?? in their faith development. 

The danger occurs when deacons and their families, used to being 

closely involved in ministry, suddenly find themselves in retirement. When the 

generative drive they have expressed in ministry is thwarted, deacon and family 

can feel disastrous effects. 

The team foresaw the need to canvass the diaconate community to find 

those who could adequately form two groups of deacons and deacons’ wives who 
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would minister exclusively to other members of the diaconate community. Erikson 

notes that the definition of purpose is, “the courage to envisage and pursue valued 

goals uninhibited by the defeat of infantile fantasies, by guilt and by foiling fear of 

punishment.23” The task of those who would minister to these ministers without a 

ministry is to help them to find ways for them to regain a sense of ego integrity and 

thus regain a sense of purpose in their lives. 

The team rightly foresaw that a number of retired deacons and wives 

in both groups have already been trained in CPE. Many of them have ministered in 

hospices, hospitals, and homes for the elderly. Also noted was that when we speak 

of the sick and the elderly, we are actually looking at two different, but related, 

groups. One of the two groups is composed of those who are elderly but still mobile. 

The other group is composed of those who are homebound. Thus, two groups can be 

formed that include both active and retired deacons and their families. Those able 

to actively visit others are in a group whose sole purpose is to visit and console the 

homebound elderly and sick of the community. Their ministry to their own 

"comrades-in-arms” allows them to continue their own ministry beyond the 

retirement years. Those who are not physically able to visit others form a group 

that helps others through prayer. Even though they are not able to join the more 

physically active of the two teams, they are able to pray for those who are in need of 
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prayer. Even those inactive and retired deacons who, for whatever reason, are 

unable or unwilling to actively take part in either of these two groups will certainly 

be comforted by the visits and prayers of the others. 

In order for the ministry to be effective, the team has to know who is in 

need of help. The Deacon Support Groups will inform the head of the Pastoral Care 

Team when they have knowledge of a deacon who would like to make use of or take 

part in this ministry. 

In early May 2000, the Pastoral Care Teams were formed and began to 

function. I left the post of Director of the Office of the Permanent Diaconate in the 

Archdiocese of Washington in mid-May before the teams were fully functional. At 

that time, the Pastoral Care Team had started the process of contacting elderly and 

sick deacons and their families to elicit their support for this new ministry. The 

results were very encouraging. A number of elderly deacons and wives have already 

volunteered. While the degree of success of a ministerial effort such as this can be 

measured by the numbers of sick and retired deacons and wives who participate, it 

is also important to assess the degree of community involvement elicited. On a 

pastoral level, we need to be sensitive to what the aging and sick deacons and wives 

think and feel about becoming involved in this ministerial effort. Does it satisfy 

their spiritual and ministerial needs and the needs of those they visit or for whom 
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they pray? Do they feel they are making a difference in their own lives and in the 

lives of those to whom they minister? These are questions that should be asked 

during the project evaluation. Whether this program continues or not, I believe 

that because of the process of theological reflection that has started within the 

community, deacons and their families in the archdiocese have been introduced to 

the concept of community bonding and pastoral care. This alone is cause for 

celebration. 

Appendix I is a project timeline. It should be noted that the project is 

still a “work in progress.” A spirit of communio is not attained overnight. During 

our May 2000 meeting, the Pastoral Care Team revisited the reasons for wanting to 

begin this ministerial effort. Those who were most involved in the process were 

optimistic about its success. The concept of serving those among us who are in need 

of support has been discussed before over the past 32 years. Attempts to bring the 

community together to do so have met with varying degrees of success. I have 

recommended that there be a preliminary evaluation of the success of the Pastoral 

Care Team after it has been working for six months. This will necessarily involve 

another process of theological reflection that should involve the entire community 

through the various Deacon Support Groups. While it will be up to the diaconate 

community to decide whether this ministry will continue or not, the process of 

community theological reflection, which has already resulted in strengthening 

52  



community bonds, should continue. The seeds of this relatively new ministry have 

been sown. It will be up to the community itself to continue to work the soil in 

order to reap the benefits. 

A Personal Note 

The Guidelines for Permanent Deacons in the United States, revised 

by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops in 1984, specifically notes that 

deacons retired from their jobs may need some sort of monetary compensation to be 

able to support their families and continue in ministry?4. In a typically American 

way of thinking, the document seems to indicate that monetary support for the 

permanent deacon should be a primary concern for bishops. Yet, those who think 

that monetary support is what elderly and infirm deacons need the most do not 

understand the issue. The question is not whether a deacon’s family can afford to 

care for the deacon and his wife. Discussions within the groups began to revolve 

around the theology of the diaconate as first proposed by the apostles and practiced 

by thousands of deacons in the early years of the Church. If permanent deacons are 

called to emulate Christ, the Servant, in all that they say and do, what should be 

the response of deacons who are still active in ministry when dealing with members 
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of their own diaconate community who are in need? In those dioceses where a 

program to care for the psychological and sociological needs of elderly and infirm 

deacons is not already in place and functioning, can the diaconate community afford 

to wait for diocesan officials to begin such a program? Can we, as a community, 

afford not to care for our own? Where does the deacon’s call to diakonia end? Does 

Jesus’ admonition to serve "one of these least ones” (Matt 26:45) also apply to 

serving those diaconate families who are in need of company and understanding? Is 

the need for diakonia, for charitable service, somehow abrogated merely because 

those in need are members of our own community? Finally, what happens to the 

essence of diaconal community if those within the community are not encouraged 

and supported when they need help? These questions cry out for answers. Only 

those who are deacons, and their families, can answer them adequately. 
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Appendix I 

Timeline for Theological Reflection and Implementation 

Ca. 1988 - The Deacon Bereavement Team was formed to minister to the families of 
deacons who were terminally ill or who had died suddenly. 

November 1997 — May 1998 - Deacon Support Groups started in each of the thirteen 
deaneries in the archdiocese. 

January — May 1998 — Survey conducted of all permanent deacons in the 
archdiocese. 

May 1998 — Deacon Advisory Board started, ostensibly to be an advisory body made 
up of deacon representatives from each one of the thirteen deaneries that make up 
the Archdiocese and two representatives from the Wives’ Assembly. 

November 1999 - Through a process of theological reflection, Deacon Bereavement 
Team decides to change the focus of the team as we “recruit” more members. The 
focus of the team changes to ministry to sick and elderly deacons and deacons’ wives 
from ministry to families of terminally ill deacons. 

January 2000 - Planning phase for the pastoral project with Deacon Advisory Board 
and Deacon Support Groups. 

February 2000 — Bereavement Team changes name to Pastoral Care Team and 
discusses how to go about implementing ministry to sick and elderly deacons. 

February/March 2000 — Pastoral Care Team begins work of sorting out time and 
talents for volunteers. 

May 2000 - Pastoral Care Team begins systematic visitations of sick and elderly 
deacons with retired deacons and deacon’s wives making up part of the group in 
either a visitation setting or a prayer group setting. 

November 2000 — Evaluation of the project by Pastoral Care Team, Deacon Support 
Groups and Deacon Advisory Board  


