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Introduction: 

The 1967 Motu Proprio of Pope Paul VI, Sacrum Ordinem Diaconatus, restored the 

diaconate as a permanent order in the Catholic Church. That act, along with the new 

theological emphasis by Vatican II concerning the offices of bishop and priest, ushered in an era 

of clerical change that has no equal in our long history. Consequently, a call to a life of service 

in any of the three ‘levels’ of Holy Orders demands that we look more deeply into the history, 

the current developments and the potential of ordained ministry. A new theology continues to 

emerge and a new image of Church is emerging, and along with many other influences, 

particularly the emphasis on the active participation of the laity, the discernment of a vocation 

today is more difficult and more easily misunderstood than it was under the scholastic 

understanding of ordained ministry. 

Vatican II departed from the traditional understanding of priesthood. We continue to 

move from a view of priests as being constituted in their power over the eucharistic body of 

Jesus and their power over the mystical body of Jesus, to one of a threefold ministry of service 

based on the ministry of Jesus the deacon — teacher, sanctifier and leader. 

...theology of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reinforced, almost 

unanimously, the scholastic approach to priesthood which defined the priest 

in terms of his relationship to the eucharist. This was the “traditional” 

doctrine, or scholastic doctrine, which was standard in the Catholic Church 

at the onset of the council...It was precisely this definition which was set aside, 

changed, or modified by Vatican II...it was deemed too narrow and needed to 

be enriched and enlarged. (Osborne, Priesthood, 315) 

For the ordained ministry of the Church to be an effective sign of the Kingdom, and an 

effective tool for the new evangelism, those in Holy Orders must be more and more aware of 
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what they are and how they function as a sign, and as a sacrament. 

The Church’s effectiveness as an instrument of the Kingdom of God...is 

dependent upon its credibility as a sign. (McBrien, 107) 

There were huge changes begun by Vatican II that had and continue to have a direct 

bearing on the understanding of vocation to holy orders. While the nature of ministry has not 

changed, our theological construct has. The way we carry out our ministry, ordained or lay, is 

continuing to undergo change at the same time that we attempt to discern God’s call to that 

work. In particular, we are calling men to serve as deacons — a new yet ancient order within the 

Church. It is a call to a life of service and ministry that we do not yet fully understand and 

struggle to identify. If ever there was a need in the Church to have a structured, individualized 

program of discernment to a perceived vocation, today we recognize that need as the order of 

deacons is growing at a phenomenal rate, particularly in the United States. And despite the 

ambiguity in which the diaconate functions, this re-instituted order has been a success by almost 

any measure: 

The restored order of the diaconate has been highly successful. The 

vast majority of deacons themselves, their wives, their supervisors 

and the lay leaders of their parishes describe the permanent diaconate 

as meeting their initial expectations (NS, 2) 

Later in the same document the deacon’s role in parish life was described and “indispensable”. 

But the success reported by the bishops is not to be taken as a declaration that all is well and 

that we do not need to seek improvement. In 1997, just three years after the above statement 

by the bishops, Msgr. Theodore Kraus, then the president of the National Association of 

Diaconate Directors (NADD) regarding diaconal involvement in parish leadership noted that 

Karl Rahner held the position that  



Its (the diaconate’s) specific nature can not, in any proper sense, 

be regarded as consisting in the function of leadership as such. 

(Kraus, 62) 

There were questions when the Church started this restored order and there continues to 

be questions about the proper role of the deacon. Yet one issue has become clear — in every 

diocese where the diaconate has been re-instituted, deacons have taken on leadership roles. 

There appear to be no pastoral reasons for deacons, who are to be the “eyes and ears of the 

bishop”, not to be in a variety of leadership roles, despite Msgr. Kraus’ position. With 

disagreements such as this popping up at every turn in diaconal ministry, discernment is needed 

in an even more critical way. We have a moving target with the diaconate, and a dynamic 

discernment process is called for. 

This project is the attempt to design, implement and evaluate a program that addresses 

spiritual and pastoral concerns of such discernment. In an age that demands quick responses, 
~ 

quick action and accurate information from every angle on every question that comes to mind, 

the process of discernment to a vocation as a deacon is clearly counter-cultural. This is a 

process that will unfold for each aspirant/candidate throughout a three to four year period of 

formation. There is no quick answer, and the Church must put forth the effort to do the 

discerning she is called upon to do. 

Because the minister is a servant of the Church, the Church has 

both the duty and the right to subject its ministers to careful scrutiny. 

Each minister must demonstrate a capacity and a readiness to serve 

the People of God effectively. (McBrien, 105) 

The Church emerges from Vatican Council II with a new ministerial outlook. The 

diaconate is given once again “as a proper and permanent rank of the hierarchy” (LG, 29), Now, 

thirty-six years after Lumen Gentium, we are just coming to grips with the impact of that which  



was provided by the council fathers. It is to the spirit of that vision that this project is 

dedicated, and to my brother deacons throughout the world who were stout enough in spirit and 

brave enough in heart to take on the challenges of this adventure. 

 



CHAPTER I: Pastoral Project Proposal for THS62 Unit V 

A. Project Description 

The project is the design and implementation of a formalized, structured process of 

discernment that will aid aspirants to the diaconate and help diocesan officials in the discernment 

of vocations to ordained ministry. The process is intended to be an integral part of diaconal 

formation. It will begin prior to formal instruction, during the period of inquiry when men are 

seeking information and coming to a decision about making an application. The program of 

discernment will then run simultaneously with classroom work, pastoral assignments and 

spiritual direction for diaconal aspirants and candidates into the final year of the three and one- 

half year course of study, preparation and formation. 

The full length of the project cannot be completed during the course of the semester, 

therefore I propose that I document what I have done with this project for the past three and a 

half years and the steps I will be making to improve the process for the class that has just begun. 

This process is already under way with this newest class and the first round of interviews — 

explained in more detail below — have been completed. 

The project is responsive to a pastoral need/situation in the diocese that could be 

summarized as a lack of formal discernment for diaconal candidates in the past. This has led to 

ordinations that have been problematic. In other words, we have ordained men who should not 

have been ordained, judging from the fruits of their ministry. 

The original idea developed in a 1996 request to me from the Director of Diaconal Ministry 

for the Diocese of Austin, Deacon Jerry Klement, to help with vocational discernment. He had 

looked to other diocesan programs for vocational discernment models but was not satisfied that  



what he found would fit our particular need. I met with Deacon Klement to discuss the idea. 

We also met with several other deacons to discuss the issues, and I found myself the 

developer/coordinator of a program that is becoming the primary tool for vocational 

discernment for diaconal ministry in the Diocese of Austin and has been accepted in the San 

Angelo Diocese as well. I was incardinated into the Diocese of San Angelo in November 1999 

and presented the project to the director of diaconal formation, Fr. Tom Kelly. He requested 

that I implement the process with the new formation class that is just starting. 

The program has three major blocs: 

1. A series of individual interviews with each student by a panel. 

2. An assessment of the information gathered from other sources and instruments 

which include: 

Deacon Perceiver Interview 

Religious Indicator 

Marital Satisfaction Inventory 

Psychological testing 

Psychological interview with notations and recommendation 

A recommendation to the director concerning the student’s continuation after each 

interview during the three and a half year formation period. 

  

B. Implementation design and theological reflection components. 

I believe my proposals and the product of discernment team’s pastoral/theological 

reflections during the development of the project have and will continue to address the needs of 

the diocese in making informed decisions about potential vocations. Heretofore, there was not 
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only a lack of formalized process for discernment, there was very little theological or pastoral 

discussion or evaluation except in the mind of the director of formation and one or two others. 

With the tools I have brought to the table, a valid assessment of a vocation is much more likely 

than was the case when I was a candidate. At that time (some fifteen years ago), the only 

scrutiny placed on the applicants was a one time interview with a deacon for about thirty 

minutes and whatever casual contact the student had with the director over the course of 

formation classes. There was (and still is) a canonical requirement that the applicant have a 

recommendation from his pastor, but those recommendations, in many cases, were politically 

motivated rather than spiritually, and were not always in the best interest of the applicant or the 

Church. It was much easier for a pastor to simply sign a recommendation form than to confront 

an applicant/parishioner with a negative response to their request for support. It seemed that 

some pastors did not know how to say “no” to a man who expressed interest in the diaconate. 

During my own formation there were four different directors in office over the three 

year period. I believe my proposal will bring continuity even if directors change, and will 

provide objective information along with observations and anecdotal information into the 

decision mix. 

The theological reflections conducted so far have been with groups of deacons I 

recruited to serve in this process. Twelve deacons are on the panel. The group has met on a 

regular basis for the past three years and will continue to meet to reflect on all aspects of the 

work. I have and will again incorporate into those meetings the tri-polar model of theological 

reflection. 

I have also already incorporated the model from Sanks’ Salt, Leaven and Light for use 
  

with the discernment team. That model, expanded somewhat to fit our needs, says that self- 
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understanding of an individual or a group is an ongoing process. That was a reassuring notion 

for the work being contemplated for the project. 

Using the results of our discussions, the team approached Bishop Patrick Zurek of the San 

Antonio Archdiocese (then the pastor at St. John Newman’s in Austin) and asked for his review 

and input in developing a theological statement about vocational discernment for the diaconate 

— a statement that could serve as a “charter” for the project. Bishop Zurek wrote Discerning 

God's Call to Vocation and Holy Orders. That short statement provided a vision of Holy 

Orders lived out in the diaconate in the Diocese of Austin against which discernment could be 

gauged. 

  

C. An outline for the project 

I plan to undertake the following action steps to develop the project: 

1. Make vocational discernment presentations to groups of men seeking information and 

making application for diaconal formation at the inquiry stage of discernment. 

Assist the Director in reviewing the applicants. 

Work with the Director and two other deacons assigned to the formation team to discuss 

theological and pastoral approaches in developing a sound program of vocational 

discernment. 

Recruit, train and monitor deacons who will serve as interview panelists. This step also 

involves theological discussions intended to be formative for the deacons involved. 

Work with the team to develop the details of a vocational discernment process that will be 

canonically, theologically and pastorally sound.  



Document the process, write the diocesan procedures and develop the forms to be used and 

submit the whole process to the bishop for approval. 

Begin to use the new procedures - conducting interviews with all students individually 

meeting with a panel of three deacons. 

At the conclusion of each yearly interview, each panel is to make a recommendation 

concerning each student, ranging from “continue in formation” to “discontinue” and having 

each panel provide documentation concerning the interview results and their 

recommendation. 

Conduct follow-up sessions with the interview teams and the Director to assess the 

interview process and review the recommendations concerning each student interviewed. 

. Make follow up presentation to the diaconal class on the topic of discernment and spiritual 

direction. Work with the class on an exercise that focuses on their expectations of the 

diaconate. Make observations concerning their reactions to the discernment process at this 

point and incorporate this data into the next meeting with the discernment team. 

. Coordinate with the interview teams and hold the second-year interviews, repeating the 

follow-up sessions with the Director. 

. Prepare the interview teams and hold the third year interviews. 

. Evaluate the process via qualitative analysis. 

  

 



D. Criteria and method for evaluation 

While there is little in the way of objective measurement that can be applied to the results of 

the project (particularly since the results are mainly to be found in the future of the ministry of 

those ordained) we can come to some conclusions based on some qualitative analysis. Positive 

results should be found in the current ministry, families and personal spiritual growth of the 

deacons in the short term. Evaluation concerning vocational direction of those who were not 

ordained as a result of the process could be obtained through interviews with those individuals, 

however, there are a significant number of those men who were not willing to be interviewed 

nor would it be pastorally prudent to attempt it. We can come to some level of comfort through 

qualitative information and feedback we receive from the men who have experienced the 

process, the deacons who served on the team, the director, the bishop and the pastors or other 

supervisors who have received these men into formalized, ordained ministry. 

 



CHAPTER II: Theological reflections during planning and implementation of the project 

There were two major challenges to the project: to find and be faithful to any magisterial 

guidance on the topic of on-going discernment for diaconal ministry and to recruit the people 

who would be willing to commit to a project that would take almost four years to complete. 

I referred to the bishops’ guidelines on diaconal formation that were in place at the time, 

the 1984 revision of Permanent Deacons in the United States, Guidelines on Their Formation 

and Ministry. With only a dozen pages dedicated to formation, and much of that focused on the 

academic requirements, the bishops provided only the following as a guide. 

To determine motivation and suitability, a process of screening that includes 

documentation, interviews, and the use of professional, psychological 

screening instruments for both the candidate and, if married, his wife is a 

critical element in the acceptance procedure. (NCCB, BCD 1984 revision 
of guidelines, 29). 

There is no mention in the document of an ongoing discernment other than how valuable 

such a discernment might be (page 38). As we moved forward in the project, our group was 

aware that the results of what we were doing, while probably not unique, would be singular in 

their approach, and were being developed as the United States bishops were drafting the new 

directory (DMLPD), a process that began after Rome issued the Joint Declaration in July of 

1998 concerning the life, ministry and formation of deacons. That document also lacked in- 

depth information concerning a practical process of on-going discernment. 

After the entire body of information then available to us had been evaluated, we were 

left with little more guidance than when we started. Members of the initial discussion group on 

this project (the Director of Diaconal Ministry, Deacon Jerry Klement; Deacon Al Discorci; 

Deacon Don Burleson and myself) concluded that with the general directions we could move 
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forward and that in the final analysis we were probably much better served in building a system 

of our own rather than looking for something “off the shelf” that may or may not fit our needs. 

Deacon Burleson also commented that such an exercise might actually prove to be beneficial to 

those who participate in that a better understanding of the theological and ecclesial grounding of 

the diaconate was sure to emerge. Deacon Burleson was correct, as the unfolding project 

would show. 

The second challenge for the project was to recruit and train twelve deacons to serve on 

the interview panels. After advertising and personally extending invitations to some deacons 

that I knew I wanted on the project, I found twelve who made the commitment. I further 

divided them into four teams with a leader for each team. The team leaders were Deacons Mark 

Hamlet, Don Burleson, Ray James and Pat Kennedy. The other eight panel members were 

Deacons Sidney Prewitt, Willie Cortez, W.J. Ham, Joe Flores, Mario Renteria, John Young, 

Jesse Ramsey and Dick Larner. 

Over the course of the development of the project, I met with the team members to hold 

discussions regarding the theological and pastoral framework of the process and to work 

together to build the process and build up our own understanding of the sacrament. We entered 

into discussions on the meaning of Holy Orders and what deacons are called to be as well as 

what they are called upon to do and how we could help make a decision about the validity of a 

perceived call to such a life of service. 

The most practical tool we developed as a result was the interview format, which I 

drafted after our first meeting and presented to the group at the subsequent meeting. The final 

result is found under “Interview Instruments” in the Attachments. There are two formats 

because at the last meeting we had after the second year interviews, we decided that the group 
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interview would be more profitable. We developed an interview instrument that was more 

open-ended and provided a springboard for what we hoped would be group theological 

discussions with the students as well as some open discussion about the formation they had 

experienced up to that point. 

A review of some of the accepted scriptural foundations for the diaconate was 

referenced at the first meeting/training session of the discernment team, particularly Acts 6:1-7 

and Paul’s letter to the Philippians, 1:1. The question the group raised concerned the primary 

reference to what is commonly accepted as the origination of the diaconate in Acts, is an 

important question. Not knowing our history would be a mistake as we embarked on a project 

to discern vocations to this life. To know the spiritual grounding of this sacrament was critical, 

we thought, for a well-informed vision for the future. 

The paths men and women tread have an origin and an 

orientation. The orientation depends on the origin. 

(Dubay, 109) 

If we hold that those men called by the apostles in Acts 6:1-7 were, in fact, the first 

deacons, then our view of the diaconate is impacted by the fact that deacons were the first to be 

ordained into a ministry in the Church, and that they were so ordained by the apostles 

themselves. This would pre-date, then, any other ministry outside of the apostles. By such 

primacy, the order of deacons would then hold a position that might explain why the three 

offices of bishop, priest and deacon seem to merge into one another throughout the next several 

hundred years, at times not being distinguishable from each other. We decided to do some 

research and come back at our next meeting with some further reflections. 

We met again to discuss the issue. The result of that meeting was for the group to 

realize that there is no sure place we can point for the establishment of the diaconate. If one 
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holds the popular view that Acts 6 is the beginning, then we have a problem with how it is that 

right after their ‘ordination’ we find Stephen doing something much more extraordinary than 

tending tables — indeed, he is involved with exactly the same work that the apostles were 

involved with, preaching and teaching and challenging the establishment. One theory, by James 

M. Barnett, is that 

The first Christians did not think in terms of having particular 

persons set aside. ..as “ministers”...less did they think...of a hierarchy. 

They avoided designating those who performed the various functions 

of the Church by titles that would have set them apart from or given 

them rank above the rest of the laos. (Barnett, 3-4) 

If one holds that Acts 6 is not the beginning of the diaconate, but, rather, the story of how the 

apostles expanded their capacities by establishing additional offices much like their own, then 

we are left without a written reference to the beginning of the diaconate. The earliest reference 

to deacons in the New Testament is from St. Paul. In his letter to the Philippians we find that 

deacons existed as a part of the official leadership of that Church. 

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, To all the saints 

in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and 

deacons: Grace...(Ph. 1:1) 

We thought these historical impressions were important no less so than the importance 

one would place on the perception of Church if one held that Jesus directly instituted this 

organization, or that it was more of human construct. Where we come from, our roots have 

always made a difference in our outlook. We agreed with the notations of Michael Kwatera in 

his little book on liturgical ministries of deacons: 

It is not clear whether Stephen and his companions were ordained deacons in 

the sense we would understand it today, but their functions have become the 

heart of diaconal ministry at the tables of the needy and at the table of the Lord. 

(Kwatera, 8)  



Our group then shared experiences and insight in an attempt to get to the core purpose 

of diaconal ministry in a fashion that would be useful for the interviews we were planning. My 

concern was that the deacons serving as interview team members have a definite theological 

perspective and could defend it, not that they would mould their theological views to fit with 

mine. At the conclusion of the first two meetings, we took a look at the historical development 

of the diaconate and the Vatican II purposes for the reinstitution. This trip-polar approach 

(scriptural basis, current theological developments and personal experience) with the 

prospective members of the interview team was helpful to me as the coordinator and to those 

who participated, clarifying what we were attempting to discern. 

We all agreed that service is the touchstone for all diaconal ministry and that all ministry 

in the Church is diaconal. For the panel to recognize a distinctive character in the service 

performed by deacons as opposed to the laity, priests, bishops or religious was, I felt, critical in 

order for the team members to be able to adequately assess the potential vocations in the 

students they were to evaluate. Service is no different when done by a deacon or any other 

person, but a life given in complete commitment and obedience to service is a dynamic that must 

be found at least in its potential in the diaconal aspirant/candidate. 

One of the results of the discussions was the statement penned with the assistance of 

Bishop Patrick Zurek. That statement Discerning God’s Call to Vocation and Holy Orders 

became a pivotal statement for us in our own formation as a discerning body, and, hopefully, for 

the students we worked with. 

On the negative side, the document helped us to remain focused on where the ultimate 

decision for ordination was to rest. While all vocational calls to ordained life must be generated 

by God, in order for the vocational impetus to take its final, desired form the Church must call 
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the person to orders. Without the call from the Church, there is no vocation to Holy Orders 

regardless of the perceptions held by the aspirant/candidate. We held that position while also 

holding what Vatican II said about how Holy Orders come about. 

The divinely instituted ecclesiastical ministry is exercised in different 

degrees by those who even from ancient times have been called bishops, 

priests, and deacons. [emphasis mine] (LG, 28) 

Clearly the Church, as the instituted Body of Christ, must continue to do the work Jesus 

did. One of his works was to call the apostles to himself and invite them into a life-long 

relationship of self-giving, diakonia, for the good of all people and the building up of the 

kingdom of God. That was a work Jesus did that is continually carried out today in the Church 

calling men to Holy Orders. Since the sacrament of Holy Orders is the sacrament of the 

apostolic ministry, it is for the bishops as the successors of the apostles to hand on the “gift of 

the Spirit,” the “apostolic line.” (CCC 1575) 

That the hierarchy represents the Church which is the Body of Christ means the 

hierarchy represents Christ. That is the grounding, the foundation for the Church assuming the 

authority to make the final decision concerning a vocation to the diaconate, and that is the 

primary reference point for all local churches and religious orders to vest their bishop/ordinary 

with the authority to make ecclesial decisions. How the bishop comes to that decision, the tools 

and information he has to work with were the concern of the project. Our intent was to build a 

system that would address the needs of the bishop in making a decision (confirming a 

recommendation by the director of diaconal formation) and thereby directly affect the welfare of 

the ecclesial community. We were keenly aware of the gravity of what we were about.  



With our interview teams trained and assembled, our forms and policies in place and a 

group of forty nine men making application for diaconal formation, we began the yearly task of 

interviewing and the on-going task of discernment. 

 



CHAPTER III: Analysis and interpretation of the knowledge gained during 

implementation process 

As expected, the first round of interviews and the first full diaconal formation class to 

undergo the entire regimen resulted in findings that in certain areas the process needed 

improvement. The changes we discussed and implemented were not, however, of a theological, 

fundamental nature. We did not change the “charter” for what we had done. Rather, there 

were a few changes we thought would improve the pastoral and practical aspects. 

The most important change was the divergence from the interview pattern. For the last 

interview, held after almost three years of formation and when there was a solid expectation that 

the candidate would be ordained (although there was one man who was not ordained but held 

over for additional formation as a result of the discernment team recommendations) the 

candidates were interviewed in a group rather than privately. Each interview team brought all 

of the candidates they had been interviewing from the previous two years together to answer 

individually, but in front of the group, the few questions we had devised as a tool for the group 

interview. All reports from all the team leaders and team members were positive. 

We found out, for example, that the interview process that had gone on was a source of 

extreme stress for some of the men. All of them felt some level of discomfort, which we 

expected, but some of the men felt really intimidated by the process. We discussed how we 

might ease that burden and allow more freedom of speech to be felt by the candidates during the 

interviews. 

Deacon Don Burleson made the recommendation that all the interview teams do what 

his team had done, pray a portion of the Liturgy of the Hours at the beginning of each interview, 

with each candidate. This might accomplish the objective of putting the men more at ease. He  



was right. We made it a policy that we would begin each interview with a part of the office, and 

have the candidate be a participant in the intercessory prayers. Several candidates indicated 

later that being so engaged in prayer as a part of the interview was a consolation. 

We learned during the implementation stages that most of the men were in need of 

doctrinal instruction. More importantly, we found that their own ideas of what a deacon is or 

should be were much different from our own perceptions in many cases. One aspirant’s 

situation will serve as an example. 

Throughout the propaedeutic period one would expect that the aspirant’s ideas about 

ordained ministry will not always be exactly on target. This would be true of an aspirant to the 

priesthood, religious life or the diaconate. In our aspirant and candidate interviews, we 

explored those perspectives at length when there was an indication that the student’s ideas were 

too far out of bounds for their place in formation at the time. One man, who responded to 

questions number 6, 7, 13, 20 and 25, could only relay that as a deacon he would “just do 

whatever Father told him to do.” We were frustrated in our search for more depth to his 

perceptions of diaconal ministry. That didn’t change over the course of the first year of 

candidacy. His answers to those questions after a year of formation were the same as at the first 

interview. Even when asked directly if he thought a deacon should be the animator of ministry 

that was not connected to the parish because that was what the Church expected deacons to be 

doing, his response was the same. He would only do what “Father told him” to do. Along with 

several other indicators that showed he was not an appropriate candidate, the panel 

recommended that this man not continue in formation, but further his activities as a devoted and 

good layman. He agreed to drop out.  



Of particular concern to the interview teams was the assurance that a candidate had a 

clear distinction in mind between the priesthood and the diaconate. That seemed to be a 

consistent area of misunderstanding among many of the men who came to the first inquiry 

sessions prior to candidacy. It was exhibited by some of men during the first interview a few 

months after the academic portion of formation had begun. Many lay people see very little 

difference between a priest and a deacon. The more involved people come to know the 

difference, but the majority of Catholics in my experience can only rarely explain any significant 

difference and it usually has to do with faculties or “powers” or “authorizations” such as the 

authority to preach or baptize or dispense blessings. 

At the time of our panel coming together for this project, the CCC held that the deacon 

was ordained just as bishops and priests were, in persona Christi Capitis, in the person of 

Christ the Head. (CCC 875). That sharing in the threefold ministry of Jesus, we all agreed, is 

stressed in the diaconal movement of service. While all three “levels” of the sacrament are 

grounded in service (CCC 876) the panel members recognized the deacon’s leadership in the 

Christian community as an inseparable part of that service. 

The second edition of CCC (875) reads differently. A comparison of the two articles: 

  

First edition: Second edition: 

... This fact presupposes ministers of ... This fact presupposes ministers of 

grace, authorized and empowered by grace, authorized and empowered by 

Christ. From him, they receive the Christ. From him, bishops and 
mission and faculty (“the sacred priests receive the mission and 

power”) to act in persona Christi faculty (“the sacred power”) to act in 

Capitis. persona Christi Capitis; deacons 

receive the strength to serve the 

people of God in the diaconia of 
liturgy, word, and charity, in 
communion with the bishop and his 

presbyterate.          



It would appear that “power” has been removed from the ranks of the deacons. Yet, in 

the Vatican’s release of the Joint Declaration deacons are couched in terms of an exercise of 

power. 

In the exercise of their power, deacons, since they share in a lower 

grade of ecclesiastical ministry, necessarily depend on the Bishops, 

who have the fullness of the sacrament of orders. (JD, 8, 26) 

It is interesting to note that this reference to power is at odds with some interpretations 

of how the New Testament Church looked upon ministry. “...power-oriented terms for 

ministry were deliberately avoided by the New Testament writers” (Osborne, The Diaconate, 

16). Why the distinction between priests and deacons was drawn in the second edition of the 

Catechism is clear — there is an attempt to separate the function of the deacon, at least 

theologically, from the function of priest and bishop. Elsewhere in the second edition of the 

Catechism, deacons are referred to as acting for Christ as head (see n. 1581, for example). To 

confound the identity issue further, we find a description of the essence of priesthood in Vatican 

IT documents as follows: 

That office, however, which the Lord committed to the pastors of this 

people, is, in the strict sense of the term, a service, which is called very 

expressively in sacred scripture a diakonia or ministry. (LG. N. 24) 

Perhaps there is confusion when one studies these texts, but in order to lead, one must have 

some element of “power”, and leadership is a service if it is truly leadership, particularly in an 

ecclesial setting. The hallmark of the deacon is service. Ifit is also the hallmark of priests, 

where, then, is the essential difference between the two levels of orders?  



The perplexity remains — ordination to the priesthood and to the episcopacy is the same 

sacrament as ordination to the diaconate — there are not three sacraments of Holy Orders, even 

though the person in the pew would say there is. Additionally, the phrase “fullness of the 

priesthood” has been used to refer to the office of bishop. Does a priest not have full 

priesthood? This is interesting language when only a few decades ago, bishops were not seen as 

being in Holy Orders at all by virtue of their ordination to the episcopate, but only because they 

were ordained priests. 

What the change in the Catechism fails to reckon with is the pastoral, practical and de 

facto reality that deacons do act in leadership roles, they do have power, they do act as the 

“head” regardless of what definitions there may be about their roles. It has been my experience 

and that of all the members of the interview panel, as expressed during our discussions, that 

people look to deacons for leadership, guidance, advice and government. The sensus fidei is 

beginning to take shape regardless of the desires of some of the hierarchy. 

This is an issue that tends to confound the work of diaconal formation and discernment 

for candidates because the Church hierarchy is saying one thing — that deacons are not to be 

administrators — and doing another — placing deacons in leadership roles. The bishops are in a 

delicate situation with the decreasing number of priests, however, and may be forced to use 

deacons where they really prefer not to use them. 

...1f the mathematics regarding priestly ordinations... were to continue, I need 

to let people know now that I can envision a set of circumstances where even 

larger parishes would be led by deacons. 

Although I love the diaconate and love the deacons, this is not a good 

thing. 

A deacon is not a priest. He cannot celebrate the Eucharist, he cannot 

absolve sins, he cannot anoint the dying (although there is some possibility that 

this will change in the not too distant future). The fact is, however, that it is 

much better to have a highly qualified deacon in charge of a large parish rather 
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than no one. In a couple of years, if there is not a change in the vocation 

picture, we will see deacons is charge of larger parishes. 

(McCarthy, interview article from the Catholic Spirit) 

Deacons are routinely called upon to act as “pastoral directors”, “pastoral 

administrators”, “pastoral “associates” or “religious life coordinators” in parishes that do not 

enjoy the benefit of a resident priest/pastor. They assume and are assigned these authoritative 

roles by their bishops even though theological standards promulgated by the bishops speak to 

the social justice role of the deacon as primary. The new standards for the formation of deacons 

mandates that their training be on a par with the training in seminaries, and the norms from 

Rome have clearly taken the deacon out of any notion that he is a part time minister of some 

sort. Rather, his ordination has caused a demarcation in his state in life on a permanent, full 

time basis. If they are so trained, and if they are dedicated completely to service as a minister 

for the Catholic Church, are they not being formally made leaders? All of this makes the 

discernment of a vocation to the diaconate more challenging. 

Deacons must confront societal systems that promote inequality and 

injustice. This is its essential nature. This aspect of diaconal mission is 
desperately needed in today’s church. 

It is understandable why a deacon, as cleric, may be seen as a preferable 

administrator especially in particular sociological communities who have 

no or little concrete exposure to lay ministers as administrators. The 

appointment of a deacon into this community, then, should be for only a 

short and interim time, until the deacon has in fact fulfilled one of his 

primary diaconal functions “to facilitate and animate the laity” to assume 

their own diaconal ministries which emerge from their baptism. (Kraus, 
64-65) 

This is confusing. Lead, but step aside. Form communities but do not lead 

communities. Do social work (justice and equality issues) but leave the leadership to others. 

Deacons are called to leadership, as they have been since the first century (Osborne, The 

Diaconate, 28, citing the Didache) but are not intended to be permanent leaders? How is a 

23  



candidate to sort out this question? Is a candidate capable of sorting out this question? The 

answer is “No” because most of these kinds of questions do not speak to the essential nature of 

diaconal ministry, despite Msgr. Kraus’ claim to the contrary. There is no less a call for a 

deacon to be of service to the rich man in his office who is in dire need of some spirituality in his 

life than there is for the same deacon to be an administrator of a Catholic community or an 

advocate for the homeless. These considerations raised for the discernment team an additional 

perplexity — how can one discern a vocational call to that which is so ambiguous to begin with? 

We ultimately had to capture the essentials of vocation and the essentials of ordained ministry 

and forget, for now, these finer points that will only be resolved in the future of the diaconate. 

To discern the Spirit through such a milieu requires a constant returning to the roots and an 

avoidance of questions that are simply disciplinary in nature or are really only a matter of 

management style. It also calls for a sober approach to the demands of diaconal service. For 

many Catholics the Church holds the answer to so much. “...in their heart of hearts people 

expect more of her (the Church) than of all worldly institutions.” (Ratzinger, 135). Asa 

representative of the Church from which so much is expected, a man who wishes to be a deacon 

is asking to be used up, his energy given to forming souls in the image of Christ. 

If all ordained ministry is essentially the same, acting in persona Christi and being a 

servant, then what can we say is special, or even necessary, about the diaconate apart from the 

functions and faculties granted to the deacon by the bishop? We noted that historically there 

were times when deacons presided at Eucharist, there were deacons who were pastors of 

parishes, up to the time of the first Code of Canon Law in 1917, and deacons were elected 

directly to the chair of Peter in centuries past.  



So there is, clearly, a disciplinary, not a theological difference in how deacons are asked to carry 

out ministry in the restored order. But if we are to call men to this ministry, if we are to help 

them discern a vocation to this life of service, we must know for ourselves the distinguishing 

characteristics of this ministry. 

We noted that there were some fundamental differences that were not tied to faculties or 

function. The first of these was that the deacon today is the first and only ordinarily married 

clergy in the Latin rite. Ordinarily was stressed because we do have former Protestant clergy 

who have been ordained into the Catholic priesthood. They are married and have children - this 

point stressing that we sometimes suffer under the impression that a discipline, such as celibacy, 

is somehow of divine mandate when it is nothing other than a theological construct, a discipline 

of the Church that is subject to revision as the Church sees fit. An area of theological inquiry 

that has yet to be adequately addressed is how the sacrament of marriage is an aid to the 

sacrament of Holy Orders for the deacon. Such inquiry could lead to some fresh insights on 

celibacy for priests and how their vocation might be enhanced. Again, we cannot change one 

order in the Church without affecting all three and the laity as well. All are connected and any 

benefit of being married and being clergy will apply to all levels — there is, after all, only one 

sacrament of Holy Orders. 

A second fundamental characteristic of the restored diaconate is that it is an ordained 

ministry that is squarely situated in the secular marketplace. Another norm that underscores this 

important change in Catholic ministry is that the deacon is the only cleric that is allowed to hold 

a political office, and run a political campaign for an office while carrying out his ministerial 

duties (DMLPD, no. 102). This is a new breed of minister in the Catholic Church. The 

separation of the priests from society is almost completely obliterated in the deacon. Some have 

2s  



referred the diaconate as “bridging the gap” between clergy and laity. We did not believe that 

to be accurate. We preferred the characterization that the clergy was penetrating the secular 

world for the first time in the Catholic Church. 

On the economic plane, the deacon today is expected to support himself and his family 

by his own invention. The Church has distanced herself from supporting the life and ministry of 

deacons with monetary support, insurance, retirement or any other benefit, unless the deacon is 

a full time employee. She stresses that deacons are deacons all the time, just as priests are 

priests all the time, and that the ministry of a deacon is not to be a separate function of his life. 

He (the deacon) shall therefore dedicate himself to working in 

complete conformity with the will of the Father and devote himself 

to the Church by means of complete availability. 
(JD, 78.) 

Yet, there is no payment for such a gift to the Church from the deacon. Each of the interview 

panel members agreed that this is as it should be. In order to be an effective instrument in the 

world, in order to take Christ where priests cannot go, in order to sanctify the workplaces and 

the governments of the world, the deacon must not be so separated from that marketplace that 

others see him as they see priests, in some special category that is not quite in the real world — 

taken care of and even pampered at times. The practical, day to day decisions and problems 

that the people in our parishes face are faced by deacons as well. That is the source of their 

holiness and how it is that they model the Christian life to others. If deacons are a sacramental 

sign (Donovan, 5) it is only possible because they are connected to the realities and perplexities 

of modern life. There is no ecclesiastical protection or monetary justification for the deacon. 

He serves because God and the Church have asked him to do so.  



To reinforce the idea that deacons are to be in the marketplace as much as at the altar, is 

the notion that 

...the Church must be the bride of faith and must not...become an end 

in herself. Nowadays, the opinion surfaces occasionally even in 

ecclesiastical circles that a man is more Christian the more he is 

involved in Church activities. ..People — according to this way of 

thinking — must constantly be busy about the Church, they must always 

be talking about the Church, or doing something to or in her. But a 

mirror that reflects only itself is no longer a mirror; a window that no 

longer lets us see the wide open spaces outside, but gets in the way of 

the view, has lost its reason for being. (Ratzinger, 145) 

We noted as a third essential characteristic that the deacon of today is not identified with 

a particular sacrament, as with the priest who is a priest because (under the scholastic construct) 

of his power to confect the Eucharist. Ideally, the deacon should not be identified only with 

liturgical, “churchy” activities. The deacon is “free” in his ministry to act as Christ in places 

where Christ is not found. No single diaconal act symbolizes the deacon. Like Christ, the 

deacon’s role is to advance the Kingdom of God in whatever way is possible. A sacramental, 

liturgical sphere does not limit him. Although there is clearly a link between the Eucharist and 

the deacon (JD, 27), his life and ministry are not easily packaged into any single action or 

service. The deacon is not a captive of others’ expectations. It is in service as Christ served 

that the identity of a deacon is to be found. That a candidate should know this is critical to an 

attempt to perceive a vocation in his life. 

To summarize three essential characteristics of diaconal ministry: (a summary we will 

return to in the final pieces of the project) 

eo Deacons are married clergy. 

e Deacons are clergy in the marketplace. 

e Deacons are clergy unbounded by expectations.  



* The deacon as an agent of the bishop attempts to bring the tria munera mission of Jesus 

ministry into the real world, and not keep it relegated to the sanctuary. As a theological 

construct (Osborne, Priesthood, 310) the threefold ministry of Jesus as teacher, priest and 

pastor, developed by Vatican II theology, demands that ministry be moved from the pulpit and 

altar and into the streets, schools, offices and factories. That is where the deacon is to be found. 

The deacon is to make the mundane alive with the holy by making manifest the presence of 

Christ where Christ had been ignored before. That element may be the most critical 

discernment point for anyone considering the diaconate. That element is what makes sense of 

having a deacon being involved in liturgical funtions. During discussions with candidates, the 

panel members were often involved in working through the distinctions of the threefold ministry 

found in Holy Orders. A helpful reference for us was in Joseph Cardinal Bernardin’s pastoral 

statement on the diaconate: 

When we say that a deacon is ordained specifically for service, that 

does not mean simply that he is to serve the bishop or the parish 

priests. All three orders — which constitute one full office in the 

Church — serve the people of God, but in three different ways. By 

reasons of ordination, the deacon is to serve as a sign or sacrament of 

Jesus himself, who “came not to be served but to serve.” (Bernardin, 

5) 

“One full office in the Church” means that the deacon is not lesser than any other cleric, nor 

greater than any lay person. He is simply, as Pope John Paul II has said of the service of 

deacons, “the Church’s service sacramentalized.”  



CHAPTER IV: Analysis and interpretation of the evaluation of the project 

by participants 

After each interview session, held each year, the entire interview team met to discuss 

each candidate and review the recommendations made with the director, Deacon Jerry Klement. 

The first time the process was completed with an entire formation class (the class ordained on 

July 17 and 18, 2000) the meeting was held with the view that adjustments might be made and 

that we could critique our work of the past couple of years. So little was changed (mostly 

administrative logistics) that the program stands today just as it was one year ago at the final 

interviews. 

Our discussions brought us back to the pivotal question to which all discernment must 

respond: did we do what the will of God demanded? Was the movement of the Spirit detectable 

in the mechanisms we put in place? Did we do anything that would impede the sometimes-quiet 

actions of the Spirit? Could we ever really know if a person was following an impulse from 

God or of his own designs? 

There is no definitive answer to any of those questions. However, the participants on 

the panel agreed that they did the best they could with the resources available, and that what we 

did was very good. The men who were ordained in July 2000 (thirty-three men were ordained 

out of forty-nine who started in formation) were asked to reflect on the discernment process 

during the final group interviews. Each of them said that while the process was difficult and 

was not without stress, the benefits were extremely valuable. 

Deacon George Keller of St. Joseph’s parish in Mason, Texas, is a rancher. I spoke with 

him one month prior to ordination. At that time all preparations were complete and he was 

preparing for the sacrament of Holy Orders. He indicated that all through his formation he had  



doubts about a vocation. He said that the discernment process was the one tool that he had 

during formation that allowed him to be with experienced deacons in a structured environment 

that had a specific agenda regarding discernment and that he treasured those times. He also said 

that the profit to his personal growth was immense. 

Deacon Dan Wright of St. Thomas More parish in Austin, Texas, is a social worker and 

educator, currently employed by an ecumenical organization aiding the poor. His work is in an 

urban setting and his parish is large. He completed a master’s degree in theology prior to 

beginning diaconal formation. His reaction to the process was similar. While he felt intimidated 

to some degree at the first interview, he said he then figured out that the interview panel was 

really there to help him discern God’s will. “What a gift those deacons gave me in spending that 

kind of time and energy on my personal journey — for over three years. It was tremendous” he 

said. 

The whole issue of diaconal identity in conjunction with priestly identity was not the 

easily remedied issue we hopped it might be. Until the last year of formation, few of the 

candidates were able to develop a satisfactory statement concerning diaconal identity. The 

interview team felt challenged to come together one last time to discuss again the meaning of 

ordination. 

We, as deacons, are official representatives of the Church. So is a priest. Deacons serve 

in the threefold ministry that Christ “established” during his ministry. So do priests. We all 

agreed that we were Christ sacramentalized. We still hold that view, but we needed to explore 

why, in view of the statement in the second edition of the Catechism, only the bishops and 

priests are ordained in persona Christi. Going back to the 1986 work on the diaconate by  



Patrick McCaslin and Michael Lawler, we re-evaluated our positions and anchored our views on 

the simple approach they offered. 

...to the extent that they are ordained as vicars of the faithful Church, 

which is the body of Christ...they are ordained also as vicars of Christ. 

(McCaslin & Lawler, 71) 

There is no doubt in any document that deacons are official representatives of the Church. As 

such, they are representatives of Christ, for Christ is now present most particularly in the 

Church. If one represents the Church, one also represents Christ. Did we expect the candidates 

to work through to this notion of diaconal identity? Yes, though not at first. Of the sixteen 

men who were asked to terminate formation as a result of the discernment team efforts during 

the formation of the class of 2000, none had a clear understanding of diaconal identity in the 

estimation of the interview teams. Some saw it as a power. Others felt it was a reward for 

having already accomplished so much. A few did not have a clear idea at all. 

Our conclusions were easily formulated. Men who are considering and being considered 

for diaconal ordination must form a clear understanding of diaconal ministry and identity. They 

must know that what a deacon does is as important as who the deacon is. “Indeed, it is only 

through what one does that we can most confidently assert who the deacon is, as a living sign of 

the Servant Christ.” (Shugrue, page 30). 

Consequently, we were brought back to the distinguishing characteristics of the 

diaconate as opposed to priests and bishops. 

e Deacons are married clergy. 

e Deacons are clergy in the marketplace. 

e Deacons are clergy unbounded by expectations.  



The deacons on the interview teams could see themselves in each of these characteristics, and 

see each of the characteristics in their life and ministry. 

The final evaluation of the program is, of course, left to the office of the bishop. As the 

final test for the value of what we had worked for during the previous four years, Bishop John 

McCarthy approved the use of the discernment process for the new class of 2003. As a second 

affirmation, the Diocese of San Angelo has requested that I initiate the program for their new 

class of candidates as well. That process has just now begun, in August of 2000, with the 

selection of the interview panelists getting under way. 

 



CHATER V: Summary and personal theological reflection 

The building of a system that addresses the problems connected with vocational 

discernment has brought about a change in my personal perception of the diaconate and a new 

vitality to my own vocation as a deacon. That I have begun this process in a new diocese has 

broadened my perceptions even further. I am aware now more than ever that the service 

ministry of deacons is vital to the Church - the entire, universal Church. So much am I 

convinced of its vitality that I believe the Catholic Church in the United States will be “saved” in 

great measure as a result of diaconal ministry. The Holy Spirit has certainly been the guiding 

force in the re-establishment and the direction the diaconate has taken over the past thirty years, 

and to the praise of God the diaconal community will move into the new century a healthy, 

growing part of the clergy. But diaconal activity is not always or everywhere visible and easy to 

identify. This could be a fourth characteristic of diaconal ministry but it was not one that the 

project group developed. 

Some of the unseen ministry of deacons is probably the most important. And for the 

purposes of formation (through the use of discernment processes or otherwise) it is probably the 

most difficult to “teach”. Rather than the preaching and teaching which is the hallmark of all 

Protestant and Catholic ordained ministry today, this new form of diaconal ministry has called 

upon society itself to be the workplace of the Church in a way that hearkens to the Catholic 

Worker or the Worker Priest movement. This time, however, there is a sacrament that goes 

along with what the Catholic Worker tried to accomplish, and maturity in the ordained to go 

along with what the worker-priests tried to do. Rather than rushing out to meet the people in 

the streets or attempting an overlaying of the Church on top of society, we have used the 

Church that is already in society to transform from within. The deacon, being a deacon while 
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also being a boss, a subordinate, a co-worker, a shop owner, a police officer, a pilot, a rancher 

or politician, puts Christ where Church has never gone before. Because the deacon is a 

permanent, stable order, his presence in society is a permanent, stable, personal theophany in a 

world that has little to connect it to the divine. The deacon is the world’s connection to God for 

an increasing number of people who would otherwise never cross a church building threshold, 

and regard TV evangelists as business people with little moral undergirding. 

To be that person is the real challenge of the deacon. To allow oneself to be used in that 

way, and to embrace that way of life is not an aspiration of a few holy men to obtain a title and a 

place at the altar — it is the calling of God through the Church to all of us through and with the 

ministry and office of the deacon to “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations...” (Mat. 

28:19). 

The deacon does not wait at the church building for people to register. He is living with 

the people who are registered and those who may never register and meeting each of them as 

Christ would — without price, without judgement, offering love and healing. The deacon hears 

and obeys the command of Jesus to heal the brokenhearted. 

Attending a conference recently in Oakland, California, where hundreds of deacons from 

across the nation gathered for prayer, liturgy and learning, I was struck by a sense of the 

universality of Catholicism. That many of the deacons in attendance were directors of formation 

programs in their respective dioceses and that they were all searching for solutions to many of 

the issues I have raised here is also a very comforting and hope-filled realization. I believe the 

diaconate is headed toward a future that will not only see changes in this re-furbished ministry, 

it will also be a major contributing factor to the sanctification of our country, an important cog 

in the new evangelization and, perhaps, the mechanism for change within the Church itself. 
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Throughout the process of building this system and evaluating everything we have done 

over the course of the last four years, I have come to realize that this particular effort is not only 

in keeping with the overall direction given to us by Vatican II, it is an acting out of the spirit of 

that council in specific ways. Vatican II was a source of renewal that continues to be mined for 

the benefit of the People of God. A part of that regenerative effort was and still is the 

establishment of the diaconate as a permanent order once again. But the council wanted the 

order to be couched in new terms, put in “new wineskins.” While not expressed by the council 

fathers, the diaconate is an instrument of the Holy Spirit to make the Church better able to do 

the work of Christ by being a purifying agent within the hierarchy. 

How many organizations, even Catholic organizations, are there who have an agenda - a 

bone to pick - with the Vatican or with their own diocese? There isn’t room here to list them, 

much less their issues. Every one of them will probably be more than happy to describe how 

difficult it is to “speak” with the hierarchy regarding their concerns, how Rome seems to be deaf 

at times, and so slow to make a change that there is little hope that in one’s lifetime a significant 

new direction will come about. Women’s issues are a prime example. For decades tens of 

thousands of people have clamored for discussion at high enough a level in the Church to be 

meaningful. Rome’s response has been to silence official dialogue concerning ordination of 

women. 

Yet, with the diaconate, it seems that Rome’s wisdom has provided a particular vehicle 

by which its own recognition of the need for change can have a chance. 

The Church, however, clasping sinners to her bosom, at once holy and 

always in need of purification, follows constantly the path of penance 
and renewal. (LG n. 8)  



The diaconate, described as so many things in the context of diakonia, (service) may be 

described just as accurately as a vehicle for change — indeed, the diaconate could be the very 

vehicle that is needed to bring about, from within the Church, the renewal that Lumen Gentium 

calls for. The responsibilities of the bishop are clear — the bishop is the one who holds the 

highest office of servant-leader. The responsibility of the deacon is equally as clear — to bring to 

the attention of the Church (the bishop) the needs of the people. The needs that have the flavor 

of injustice draped around them seem to be the kinds of needs the Church most usually asks 

deacons to work with. In that context the injustice within the Church should be the first area of 

concern for the deacon. “All ministry is at the service of the Church” according to Richard 

McBrien (McBrien, 65), and the Church is only as good a symbol of Christ as its organization is 

a model of justice, healing and unity. 

The Church is a mystery, or sacrament, to be sure, but it is also a human 

community, with human structures and a rather uneven historical record 

besides... Those who see no institutional problems at all in the Church may 

be too naive for ministerial service...the Church is not yet the Kingdom of 
God. (McBrien, 65-66) 

There is no reference to this perception of the diaconate in any document or theological 

work or pastoral guide that I have found. My thinking comes from looking at some of the 

stated purposes for the diaconate in its sharing of the ria munera ministry of bishops and 

priests. Deacons share in the responsibility of leadership. In that leadership capacity, they are 

to bring those separated from the Church into full communion, bring the fringe of society into 

contact with the graces of Christ poured out through the Church. To the extent that deacons 

(or others) do not correct the injustices within the Church, or at least move in the direction of  



that change, they are calling people to a Church that is an incorrect symbol, a flawed sacrament 

of Christ. 

In discussing the role of deacons as administrators of parishes (a function he is not in 

favor of), Msgr. Kraus has stated the majority opinion, in the form of a question, concerning the 

proper place for diaconal service: 

...what is not being accomplished, or will not be accomplished, in the 

diocesan or parochial church if deacons are further distracted by non- 

essential ministries from their primary ministry of justice and charity in 

the market place? (Kraus, 69) 

If the major role for the deacon is in the arena of justice and charity, and if we acknowledge that 

this work is not the same as social work because it is intended for the spread of the Kingdom of 

God and oriented toward the Eucharist, then the primary place for the deacon to focus attention 

is the very institution that claims to be the sacrament of Christ, the continuing presence of Jesus, 

the residue of his earthly ministry — the Catholic Church. It may be that toward a renewal of the 

Church itself that the diaconate finds a home. That potentiality has not been explored by any of 

the top authors. The deacons who are increasingly finding themselves in charge of parishes and 

Church programs are exploring it. 

At present, deacons are involved in so many ministries that represent so many needs 

across the country, that to ask them to focus on the Church itself will seem to be a distraction as 

Msgr. Kraus says. It may also seem to be so formidable a challenge that no one is willing to 

take it on directly. Yet, a direct “attack” on the injustice in the Church is not what is called for 

any more than a direct “attack” on social structures is asked for on the part of the deacon. His 

work in the market place (including the Church) should be a transformative kind of work, taking 

place in ways that may not be measurable at first, and in the quiet, day to day decisions and 
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activities that people are engaged with on the street, in the halls of government and in the 

chancery. His presence and his activity are the leaven needed for a fundamental change, a 

change not in policy, but in the practical, de facto realities of the world. 

This is a challenge for my own diaconal spirituality and diakonia and a basis for 

prayerful consideration of the work of discernment I undertake for the new class of candidates 

in my diocese. These are the exciting issues that are coming up for us as the diaconate is 

coming to be accepted by the hierarchy and by the people. What remains is for us, all the 

Church, to be steadfast and eager to move into a new era of ministry that is inclusive, 

evangelistic and truly healing of the world’s hurts. 
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1. 

ATTACHMENTS: 

Discerning God’s Call to Vocation and Holy Orders by Bishop Patrick Zurek. Using the 

results of discussions on the issues of vocational discernment in the Diocese of Austin in 

1996, the team approached Bishop Patrick Zurek (then the pastor at St. John Newman in 

Austin) and asked for his review and input in developing a statement about vocational 

discernment for the diaconate — a statement that could serve as a “charter” as we were 

developing the program. After several interview team members, particularly Deacon Mark 

Hamlet, discussed the issues with him, Bishop Zurek wrote Discerning God’s Call to 

Vocation and Holy Orders. That statement provided a vision of Holy Orders being lived 

out in the diaconate in the Diocese of Austin against which discernment and the project 
could be gauged. 

Interview instruments for the first two years and for the third year 

Vocational Discernment Interview Report to the Director — form used to document the 
interview panel activities and recommendations 

Policies for the program for discernment of diaconal vocations in the Diocese of San 
Angelo. These policies represent the latest version which is the result of the four years of 
work in the Austin Diocese and the initial policies being implemented by the Diocese of San 
Angelo during the summer of 2000. 

 



  

[Attachment 1] 
  

DISCERNING GOD’S CALL TO VOCATION AND HOLY ORDERS 

By our Baptism we are all share the tall to live in Christ, to love Him and to Serve His 
people. By our Sacrament of Confirmation, we accept this role into the service of the 
Church and the Body of Christ in His people. 

“Certain members are called by God, in and through the Church, to a special service of the 
community. These servants are chosen and consecrated by the sacrament of Holy Orders, 
by which the Holy Spirit enables them to act in the person of Christ the head for the 
service of all the members of the Church.” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph 
1142). These members are called to go apart from the rest to serve as ministers, ordained 
as priest or deacon. It is the Holy Spirit calling to those chosen by Him. The call to a 
permanent vocation in Holy Orders is a beautiful call that must be listened to in the quiet 
of our souls, in prayer and discernment. But one cannot, nor should not “self-discern” his 
own vocation to the diaconate or the priesthood. There are many signs for us to read, 
including a life of loving, prayerful service already being lived. But this is also common to 
those called simply to live as Baptized Christians in the ministry of the laity. 

The call to Holy Orders is left ultimately to the Church. The Holy Spirit uses the Church 
to affirm a valid call to Holy Orders. In the Rite of Ordination for priests and deacons, the 
candidates for ordination are declared to have been examined and found worthy to make 
their vows of obedience to the Bishop, to live their lives according to the Gospel in service 
to the people of God, and to preach the Gospel and administer the Sacraments. 

These three things, then, must be present: First, the sincere sense of Baptismal call to 
serve God. Second; the deeply felt call of the Holy Spirit to be set apart for permanent 
service to the Body of Christ in Holy Orders; and Third, the Affirmation and Call of the 
Church. 

The call we all receive in the Sacrament of Baptism is a beautiful call, and not one to be 
taken lightly. Lay ministry must be cherished and affirmed. However, one must be careful 
not to confuse this call with the call to a life of Ordained ministry. Rather, everyone must 
be prepared to minister and serve God’s people and His church with the joy of a Baptized 
Christian. And if one feels the call is to serve the Church obediently in Ordained Ministry, 
united to Christ in the Sacrament of Holy Orders, one must have confidence in the Holy 
Spirit, that such ordination is not earned or deserved. The call to Holy Orders must also 
be discerned by the Church, after careful scrutiny and prayerful discernment. 

In the Rite of Ordination of priests and deacons the Bishop is addressed by the Priest or 
Deacon Director of formation as follows: “Most Reverend Father, holy mother Church 
asks you to ordain this man ...” The Bishop asks, “Do you judge him to be worthy?” The 
response is given, “After inquiry among the people of Christ and upon recommendation of 
those concerned with his training, I testify that he has been found worthy.” Ultimately, the 
Holy Spirit affirms the call to Holy Orders through the Church. Only then is this call seen 
to be valid. And the Bishop ordains them by the laying on of hands.  



DIOCESE OF AUSTIN 

OFFICE OF DIACONAL MINISTRY 

Interview Format for Vocational Discernment 

Date Student 
    

Panelist Place 
The following questions are to be used in the interviews with all students and prospective students. Prior to 
the interview, the student or prospective student should already have submitted and the panel members 

should already have read the following: 

  

  

Form from the wife 

Form from the pastor Notes should be taken 

Written request from the student to continue in formation by each panelist and retained 
Reflection paper for the student regarding the past year. on this form in the student’s file. 
Any test or evaluation results from the program.     

  

  

Provide the student with a copy of Discerning Cod’s Call to Vocation and Holy Orders 

1. Talk to us about your attendance at formation classes (meeting, for applicants) 

Talk about your prayer life 

Have you been faithful to praying the Liturgy of the Hours (for new applicants, have 
you been praying the Liturgy of the Hours or any other regular prayer format?) 

How much time do you devote to spiritual reading? 

What titles have you read in the past year? 

How have you been involved in the Church in the past 12 months? 

7. How do you see your activity changing in the future? 

Diocese of Austin: Office of Diaconal Ministry, Vocational Discernment Interview 
Revised Nov. 1997  



How have you been able to interact with the diaconal community or with some 

individual deacons? 

Have you attended a retreat in the last 12 months? 

. Describe your retreat experience as it relates to your potential vocation. 

. What insight has your wife provided to you in thinking through your potential 
vocation? 

. Have others had an impact on your discernment? Please elaborate. 

. Is there a particular person you would hold as a model of a deacon? If so, please 

describe the person. 

. What changes in your spirituality do you anticipate if you are called by the bishop to 
the Order of Deacon? 

. What profit would there be to the diocese in your ordination? (Refer to the 

Discernment statement if necessary.) 

. Do you have a spiritual director? 

. If yes, has that influence changed your perception of your call? 

Diocese of Austin: Office of Diaconal Ministry, Vocational Discernment Interview 
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. How regularly do you meet with your spiritual director? 

. If you are ordained, the diaconate will have an effect on your relationships. It may 
enhance or hinder your relationship with your family, your workplace and your faith 
community. Please explain how that might happen. 

. Do you believe you are called to a specific ministry? If so, what? 

. How do you perceive the Church calling you? 

. Talk about the progress in your discernment of your vocation. 

. Is there a possibility that you have a vocation other than to the diaconate? (Refer to 
the activities listed for a response to question number 6. 

. What is your perception of the promise of obedience deacons are required to make? 

. Are you able to discuss the difference between a diaconal vocation and 
a priestly vocation 

a lay vocation 

26. Do you foresee obstacles to your vocation? 

Diocese of Austin: Office of Diaconal Ministry, Vocational Discernment Interview 
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DIOCESE OF AUSTIN 

OFFICE OF DIACONAL MINISTRY 

Vocational Discernment Interview Report to the Director 
  

3RD YEAR GROUP INTERVIEW 

Student was interviewed on 
name date 

During this group interview, the team must ensure that all students participate and express 

themselves. Students are to be questions regarding their success in dealing with the 

recommendations/stipulations given them during the preceding year, if any. They are also to 

share with the team concerning their experiences with: 

e Spiritual direction 

Family dynamics 

Ministry at the parish 

Ministry away from the parish 

Their perception of what deacon means 

What has been an aid in their formation 

e What has been a hindrance in formation 

A free exchange of information between the students and the team is expected. At the 

conclusion of the meeting (2-3 hours) the team will make its final recommendation to the 
Director regarding each student. 

    

  

The following recommendation(s) was arrived at by a consensus of the interview panel. The 
student should: 

Continue in formation and discernment of vocation 

0 Continue in formation and discernment with recommendations below 

QO Continue in formation and discernment with stipulations below. (Stipulations must be complied with in 
order to continue in formation. Date specific accomplishments are preferable.) 

QO Suspend formation at this time. (May reapply in the future.) 

Q Discontinue formation. (May not reapply.) 

OQ Other 

Student provided the following: (Reflection paper [Request to continue 

QOForm from wife Form from pastor 
Explanations for above recommendation(s) Continue on back if necessary 
  

  

Panelist Panelist Panelist 

Revised January 1999  



  

| Attachment 4 
  

DIOCESE OF SAN ANGELO 

Office of Diaconal Formation 
  

  

DISCERNMENT PROCESS: 
Vocational Discernment for the Holy Order of Deacon 

  

INTRODUCTION 
The discernment of a lifelong vocation to the diaconate is a complex process involving 
many components in a man’s life - his formation, family life, education, experience and 
the recognition of that vocation by the church. “Great care must always be taken that 
only those who have enough learning and are suitable are enrolled in the sacred order.” 
This is appropriate because we are, in essence, attempting to know and articulate the will, 

the desire of God for how a particular man is to live out his relationship to God, the larger 

community, the church and his family. 

There are components of vocational discernment that will not be described in this 
document such as the formal classroom formation of the aspirants, the spiritual direction 
they receive, the support from their wives and families, psychological evaluations or 
other tools for bringing the personality of the aspirant into focus. Here we are detailing 
the process of an interview panel, comprised of several teams of three deacons, who will 
be making assessments of each student throughout formation. These teams make formal, 
written recommendations to the Bishop via the director of formation concerning the 
suitability of the student to continue in formation and, ultimately, whether or not a 

genuine vocation exists. 

Because this portion of discernment is aimed at the individual, the wife of the deacon, if 
he is married, is not invited to participate. Her input will have been obtained through 
other methods and is explicitly required as a part of the paperwork leading up to the 
interviews. However, the teams do not question or deal directly with the wife. If there is 
a genuine vocation it is the vocation of the man to become a deacon and not a 
discernment of the role of the wife. 

In an effort to provide a proper format, time and place for a complete interview of 

applicants before and during formation and preparation for ordination, the following 
process will be used . The focus is not class performance or a determination of potential, 

specific ministerial competency. It is a discernment of the vocation, the call from God 
and from the Church to an individual to commit to and live out a life of service in 
persona Christi as a deacon. 

  

! Congregation for Catholic Clergy, Basic Norms for the Formation of Permanent Deacons, 53. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS 
The process should be coordinated by an assistant to the director of formation (the 
associate director) freeing the director to focus on the results rather than the details of the 

process. The coordinator is to recruit the members of the panel and assign them to teams 
(3 deacons on each interview team), train them in the process and techniques of 
interviewing for this purpose (including such areas as family dynamics, interviewing 
skills, theology of orders, etc.) and keep them informed and supported in their efforts. 
The coordinator is also the first alternate member of an interview team when one of the 
members is not able to participate in an interview session. 

Each interview panel has three members, one of whom is the team leader. The team 

leader is responsible for communication with his team members, arranging for interview 
times and places, and getting the paperwork from the director in a timely manner so that 
the team can review the information prior to the date of the interviews. The team leader 
is also responsible for reporting back to the director and the associate director the results 

of the interviews. 

First two interviews 

The first two interviews are conducted in the same fashion, using the same interview 

questions by the same team with the same students. The purpose here is to provide some 
continuity and allow the team to judge the progress of the student in his understanding of 
the vocation. The first interview normally takes place during the summer prior to the 
beginning of formal classes in September, shortly before or just after candidacy. The 

second interview is conducted in the summer after the first year of formation. 

At each interview, each student will be afforded an opportunity to evaluate his own status 

and progress with the interview panel, whose purpose it is to assist in the joint 

discernment with the student and the director concerning the validity of the potential 
vocation. The interviews are not “report cards”. They are to be conducted within a 

framework of seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit for the good of the student, the 

Holy Order of Deacon and the People of God. Consequently, each interview is to begin 
with prayer, preferable a portion of the Hours. 

Third interview 

Around May after the second year of formation, the students meet a third time with the 
same interview team that handled the first two interviews. This time they meet as a 
group. They are expected to share with the interview team and each other concerning 
their fulfillment of the recommendations or stipulations given them as a result of the 
preceding interviews, if there were any, and to reflect on their understanding of vocation, 

service and diaconal purpose. They are also questioned by the team and asked to reflect 
upon the formation program, their ministerial activity, what has helped them in the 

process and what has been a hindrance. 
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All required documents must be in the hands of the interview panel prior to the interview. 
The director will see that the required documentation is prepared and sent it to the 
interview panel team leaders in sufficient time for them to provide copies to the other 
deacons on the team prior to the interview date(s). Without the documentation, the 
interview should not take place and the director or associate director will be notified of 

the circumstances by the team leader. 

Information in the file that should not be shared by the interview team with other students 

in the third year group interview will be so noted by the director. 

DETAILS OF THE PROCESS 

1. A formal interview of each student by a team composed of three deacons appointed 

by the director will be conducted at the beginning of the formation period and after 
the administration of the various tests/evaluations (marriage inventory, Meyers- 
Briggs, psychological evaluations, deacon perceiver, etc.). The interview team will 

have the results of all testing and input documents as listed below and any others that 

may aid the team in the discernment process. 

The interview team will be under the charge of a team leader who is responsible for 

the interview scheduling, location and feedback reports to the director. The interview 
team will use the forms provided and follow the interview questions as closely as 

possible with each student. Exceptions should be noted on the interview form and/or 
the interview report form. 

Prior to the interview, each student will have prepared and submitted to the director a 

written reflection concerning his views and understanding of his potential vocation. 
This paper is a reflection of the past year of formation for the second and third 

interviews and is to be made a part of the candidates’ file. 

The student must submit a separate, written “Request to Continue” stating why he 

believes his continued formation should happen. This is a separate document from 
the reflection paper. 

Prior to each interview, if the student is married, his wife should be asked by the 

student to submit a form to the Office of Diaconal Ministry. This form will be her 
views of the calling her husband is pursuing. The form is provided by the Office of 
Diaconal Ministry. 

Prior to each interview, the student will see that a form provided by the director is 

completed and sent to the director from his pastor. This gives the pastor an 
opportunity to report his observations concerning the student. 

The interviews are held with each student, each team member recording information 

on an interview form. 
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7. At the conclusion of each interview, a completed Report to the Director sheet and 

all other documentation, notes and miscellaneous papers are sent back to the Director 
by the team leader. The Report to the Director from the team will be the instrument 
used to make recommendations from the team regarding the student. After the 
interviews, no team member should have possession of any documentation on any 
student. All documentation will be retained by the director and to be provided to the 

panel when appropriate. 

When all teams have reported to the director, a meeting may be called by the director 
at which at least the team leaders and the associate director will discuss the results 
and final recommendations. When the director decides to make a recommendation 

that is at variance with the recommendations of the team, a note shall be entered on 
the Report to the Director form. The input and recommendations from the panel do 
not comprise all the information used by the director. Differences between what is 
recommended and what the director decides are to be expected. 

At the conclusion of the interview process, a written response from the director will 

be issued to each student indicating that the student is to continue in formation or not. 
He may also direct that a student may continue only with certain stipulations or 

conditions. A copy of that letter is placed in the students’ file. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

At no time, without instruction from the director or the Bishop, will any interview panel 
member discuss particular interviews with anyone, including the student or other panel 
members, after the interview is concluded. Questions from students will be handled by 
the director, the associate director or by an appointee. Panelists may be called upon to 

meet with or discuss certain students on an individual basis. 

ATTENDANCE MANDATORY 

Students must make every effort to attend the interview as scheduled. Students may not 
continue in formation until the interview team has executed the Report to the Director 

and a letter from the director to the student has been signed, stating that formation may 
continue and under what conditions, if any. 
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