
 

“What is a Deacon” and “What Role do they play in the Church” 

 

Many of St. Agnes’ Parishioners have asked these questions since our own Ed MacIntosh has been accepted as 

a Candidate for the Permanent Diaconate. This is a small synopsis of the Diaconate to give you a better idea of 

what Ed’s role as a Deacon might look like. 

 

"The Call to Service" - The Sacred Order of Deacons 

 

The Diaconate is as old as the Church and it was instituted by the Apostles themselves. The terms 

"Deacon" and "Diaconate" derive from the Greek word diaconia, which means service or 

ministry. Deacons were numerous in the early Church.  However, over the course of centuries, the 

permanent Diaconate disappeared and the Diaconate became only a transitional state into which a man 

was ordained prior to being ordained to the Priesthood.  That is the traditional Diaconate, and it is still 

part of formation for Priesthood.  Men in seminary formation are ordained as Deacons, and they serve 

as Deacons prior to Priestly ordination. The permanent Diaconate was restored by the Second Vatican 

Council.  Since then, it has grown tremendously. 

 

Priests are ordained to the sacramental life of the Church.  Their primary role is to make the Eucharist 

available to the people of God.  Deacons are ordained to service within the Church.  That is indicated 

strongly in the sixth chapter of the Book of Acts.  The community of followers of Christ was growing.  

Demands on the twelve apostles were growing. People were being neglected because the apostles could 

not keep up with everything.  “The Twelve called together the community of disciples and said, ‘It is 

not right for us to neglect the word of God to serve at table.   Brothers select from among you seven 

reputable men…'”  They did and the apostles laid hands on them.  With the seven first Deacons 

supporting the Apostles, the community continued to grow. 

 

Deacons today serve the Church in many ways.  Their primary role is to be of service within the 

community in accord with their talents and callings.  Deacons assist Priests in formation of ministries, 

counseling and support of couples in marriage preparation, individuals seeking annulments, formation 

of prayer and study groups, teaching and in many other service roles.  Deacons also assist the Priest at 

Mass.   

You will see the Deacon do a number of things.  Deacons may preside at some liturgies, and they can 

confer some of the sacraments.  Deacons may give homilies and it is their role, when assisting at Mass, 

to proclaim the Gospel.  A Deacon who can sing is an extra gift as there are specific chants in the 

Church assigned to the Deacon such as the Exultet. Deacons may preside at weddings (without Mass) 

and at funerals (without Mass).  Deacons baptize children.  Deacons can preside at prayer services, 

such as benediction, communion services and others.  Deacons can bless objects, such as rosaries, 

religious medals, homes and cars, as well as any Priest can.  Indeed, the only things that a Deacon 

cannot do are: say Mass, hear confessions, and confer the sacrament of the sick.  Those are reserved to 

Priests and Bishops.  Also, Deacons cannot confer the Sacrament of Confirmation, which is reserved to 

the Bishop, although he does, upon occasion, delegate that to Priests.  

In short, Deacons allow the Priest to devote himself “…to prayer and to the ministry of the Word.” 

 

At present, it is required that Diaconate Candidates in the Diocese of Hamilton undertake a four-year 

course of preparation and formation. This is preceded by a period of evaluation of each potential 

Candidate's abilities and readiness to undertake this spiritual journey, as well as an evaluation of the 

couple's commitment for those who are married.  



 

Remembering that most Deacons are married with children and provide for themselves and their 

families through secular professions (the Diaconate is not a paid ministry), it has been suggested that 

what is unique about the diaconal ministry is perhaps the fact that Deacons lead double lives so-to-

speak. Deacons have one foot in the secular world and the other foot in the ordained world of the 

Church’s hierarchy. They are in fact bridges or go-betweens. Deacons do not have a monopoly on acts 

of service and charity, but they have a unique role and a golden opportunity to bring news of the needs 

of the world to the church and the message of the church to the secular world. What better way to be 

the "eyes and ears" of the Bishop and of the Church, as the Deacons are so often called? 

 

In his address to the Diaconate community in Detroit in 1987, Pope John Paul 11 acknowledged the 

tremendous supporting role of the Deacons wives, when he said, "I give thanks to God for the call you 

have received and for your generous response. For the majority of you who are married, this response 

has been made possible by the love and support and collaboration of your wives." – Amen!  

 

An enormous debt of gratitude is owed to the wives of the permanent Deacons; they have very 

generously given their consent to their husband’s ordination and not without personal cost to their 

married and family life. Moreover, these wives have gone through the full four-year program of 

preparation with their husbands and have become aware of the unique gifts, which they too bring to the 

ecclesial community. The success of the collaboration of the Deacons and their wives is indeed a 

hopeful sign to the larger Church and to society. 

 

So in answer to the question, "who are Deacons, and what role do permanent Deacons play in the 

Church?" the response is complex because the role is complex and can vary somewhat depending on 

the needs of the Diocese in which the Deacon serves. 
 

 

 

A Note of Thanks 

 

We wish to thank everyone who has so generously supported us as we’ve resumed our journey. To Father 

Piotr for his personal support, the CWL and Serra Club for their sponsorship and to you, St. Agnes’ 

Parishioners for your prayers.  Especially, we want to thank those of you who have so selflessly opened your 

hearts and homes to both of our children, Charlie and Alice, as we are obliged to attend the monthly 

seminars at the Chancery Office in Hamilton.  This would be impossible without all of you.  

 

Thank you and God Bless, 

Ed and Debbie, Charlie and Alice. 

 

 

 

 
Check out a fascinating story about a Deacon at http://www.catholic.org/hf/faith/story.php?id=37798 and read the story of St.Lawrence, Deacon and Martyr. 

http://www.catholic.org/hf/faith/story.php?id=37798

