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This is the second part of a three part series on the ordained ministry of the Permanent Diaconate
What does the Permanent Deacon do?
There is an uncertainty about the specific duties and functions that a permanent deacon is expected to perform particularly
for those people who have not had direct exposure to this “new” ordained ministry in their own parish life. What is most likely
to be the cause of confusion is the natural inclination to associate title with function. Understandably, Catholics most easily
identify ordained ministry with the function of the priesthood. Unfortunately, the following question is then asked; “How is a
deacon like a priest?” While the direct and simple answer is that deacons are not priests, to give a response that only results
in an enumeration of the tasks of the permanent deacon as is listed in various Church documents; a proper understanding of
the essence that lies behind the function of the diaconate is unlikely. Instead of asking what a deacon does, it is

more helpful to ask, “What is a deacon?”
When Vatican II restored the diaconate as a permanent rank in the hierarchy of the Church, it was to be a distinct ministry
destined to penetrate secular society. According to The International Theological Commission assigned to the task of
studying the topic of the history and theology of the diaconate,
…nowhere did the Council claim that the form of the permanent diaconate which it was proposing was a
restoration of a previous form…What it re-established was the principle of the permanent exercise of the
diaconate, and not one particular form which the diaconate had taken in the past.
Thus, the re-establishment of the “permanent exercise of the diaconate” enabled the Council to explore a broader
conception of clerical life as being more than just the priesthood within the sacred hierarchy of the modern Church.
While bishops, priests, and deacons all share in the mission of the apostles, the office of bishop exercises the fullness of the
sacrament serving mankind in the very person of Christ as Head, Shepherd, High Priest, and Servant. As successors to the
apostles and pastors of God’s people, the office of bishop is truly a service which is called very expressively in sacred
scripture a diakonia or ministry. In order to carry out their office as witnesses of Christ, bishops are supported and assisted
both by priests who share with them the priesthood of Christ and deacons who act in the image of Christ, the servant.
Understanding this working relationship of communio enables one to recognize who a deacon is and that the sacrament of
Holy Orders is exercised in three degrees all of which function together in a unity of purpose. So as the priest represents
Christ’s priesthood, the deacon sacramentally associated with the bishop’s ministry is the visible expression of Jesus’
mission as a servant to the world—a ministry of presence.
This diaconal ministry of presence is made manifest in the Church through Liturgy, Word, and Charity. The deacon is the
mediator or “go-between” operating in both directions—bringing the Church to the needs of the secular world, and the needs
of the world being made known to the Church. Through the sacramental grace of Holy Orders, the deacon is more closely
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associated with the altar from which he draws his strength and mission. Thus, it is through the Eucharistic celebration that all
other actions and functions emanate. The deacon participates and serves at the altar during Mass, he proclaims the gospel,
preaches, presents the prayers of the faithful, invites the community to exchange the sign of peace, and dismisses the
faithful to proclaim and bring the gospel message to the world. The deacon’s liturgical spectrum also includes, but is not
limited to, presiding at various prayer services and liturgies such as Eucharistic Benedictions, wakes, and funerals. He may
preside at Baptisms and as an official witness of the Church, he may officiate at weddings without a Mass. He is also
considered an “ordinary minister” of Viaticum or Last Rites.
Being a minister of the Word is more than just reading the gospel and preaching during the liturgy; the deacon is also called
to be a catechist. He is charged with communicating the faith effectively both by word and action. By deed, the deacon’s
engagement with the various ministries of charity gives witness the mystery of Christ’s service to all people who live in the
ranks of ordinary life. Thus, an important function of the permanent diaconate is to express the needs and desires of the
Christian communities and to be a driving force for service, or diakonia, which is an essential part of the mission of the
Church. So when we ask, “What does a deacon do?” and associate the title of a permanent deacon with function, we
must first see him as a sacramental manifestation of service. He symbolizes the very nature of the Church, which is
dedicated to the needs of all people, particularly the poor, and the rejected, neglected, and disenfranchised of
society.

Resources:
Questions and answers to these and many other questions concerning the Permanent Diaconate can be found in
William T. Ditewig’s book, 101 Questions & Answers on Deacons.
Note: For more information on discerning a call to the permanent diaconate, contact the Office of Deacon
Formation for the Archdiocese of Indianapolis at http://www.archindy.org/deacon/index.html

