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Who are some of the deacons in the history of the Church? 
 

There are a number of well-known deacons. One of the most famous is St. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226 AD). As a deacon, Francis was 

well known for his homilies, for his outreach to the poor, and especially to the lepers. His radical approach to poverty was not well received 

in Francis’s own day, but even now, a true Franciscan model of spirituality calls others to such a radical conversion. 

 

St. Lawrence (martyred in 258 AD) was a deacon of Rome. Lawrence was ordered by the Roman authorities to surrender the 

wealth of the Church. He returned a few days later with the poor of Rome, telling the Roman officials that the poor were the true treasure 

of the Church. Legend has it that as he was burning at the stake, he told his executioners to turn him over since he was done on that side! 

 

St. Ephrem of Edessa (d. 373 AD) was well known for his asceticism, his catechetical work, his religious poetry, and his learning. 

He was declared a “Doctor of the Church” in 1920 by Pope Benedict XV. 

 

What sort of training and formation do deacons receive? 
 

There is an intense period of discernment and formation for those who are considering life as a deacon. Standards have been established 

by the Holy See, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, as well as our local Archbishop.  

 

The first year is a period of discernment including an intense application and screening process. If the archbishop should determine that 

the person might have a vocation to the diaconate, he may admit the man into a second year of formal discernment, called aspirancy—a 

year of prayer, study, and personal formation. 

 

The third year, called candidacy, is not a guarantee of eventual ordination: it simply means that the archbishop is asking the man to pursue 

additional human, spiritual, academic, and pastoral formation to further discern a possible vocation. This and the following two years of 

formation is particularly intense, involving significant coursework in theology, scripture study, homiletics, church history, and so on. 

Only after a five year period of discernment and formation, will the archbishop review the candidate’s entire record and progress. If the 

archbishop deems it appropriate, and only with the formal, written consent of a married candidate’s wife, the archbishop may call the man 

to ordination. Following ordination, deacons—like priests—are required to continue their formation through annual retreats and regular 

ongoing formation opportunities. 

 

Why does the deacon proclaim the Gospel at Mass, and not the priest? 
 

One of the most traditional liturgical roles of the deacon has been the proclamation of the Gospel at Mass. Even when the bishop—or even 

the pope—presides at Mass, it is the deacon’s responsibility to proclaim the Gospel. This flows directly from the bishop’s charge to the 
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deacon during his ordination. The deacon is the appropriate and “ordinary” minister of the Gospel because the deacon can witness to the 

assembly the concrete nature of our response to the good news in our own lives and times. 

 

Where do deacons serve? 
 

Since deacons are ministers of the entire diocesan church, the bishop makes the ultimate determination where the deacon’s particular 

gifts and talents may best be put to use. Deacons should serve wherever the need is greatest, and often times that is outside the parish. 

There are great needs within the parish itself that demand the deacon’s attention, but there are additional needs outside the parish, and 

the deacon has a responsibility to help meet those needs. 

 

I always thought that members of the Catholic clergy had to be celibate. Why can a 

married man be a deacon? 
 

Although celibacy—that is, a solemn promise to remain unmarried and chaste—is valued as an important gift to the Church, it is not an 

inherent or essential part of being ordained. In the early days of the Church, many, if not most, were married. Over time, clerical celibacy 

became the norm in the Latin Rite of the Church. 

 

Though canon law normally prohibits any cleric from getting married, canon law does allow married men to be ordained to the permanent 

diaconate; but normally, once ordained, a man cannot marry. This means that if a deacon’s wife dies, the normal course is for the deacon 

to remain celibate. 

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 
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