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Who are Permanent Deacons? 
Most of us who belong to the Roman Catholic Church 
are lay persons.  Our role is to build the Kingdom of 
God in the world even as we concern ourselves with 
earthly matters.  Some men, though, are invited by 
God to dedicate their lives to this ministry in a special 
way, through ordination, as clerics.  The clerical order 
includes bishops, priests and deacons.  

Deacons are ministers ordained for service to the 
Church.  They are not priests but their ordination 
confers on them particular functions with regard to 
the ministry of Charity, the ministry of Word and 
the ministry of Sacrament.  They carry out these 
ministries under the pastoral authority of their bishop.   

The specific call of deacons is to minister to the needs 
of the poorest of the poor in their community and to 
coordinate pastoral outreach to serve these needs.  
The poverty that deacons encounter may be spiritual, 
social, educational and physical, as well as economic. 
While there is only one diaconate, there are both 
transitional deacons, who are men in formation for 
the priesthood, and permanent deacons, who do not 
intend to be ordained as priests, but who exercise 
their ministry as married or single men within the 
framework of work and family life.   
Most deacons are able offer 10 to 15 hours of ministry 
per week, while maintaining a balance with their 
family and career commitments. It is important to 
realize that permanent deacons are not paid for their 
ministry!  They provide for their own livelihood for 
themselves and their families through secular jobs.   

 
These men are not “part-time” ministers, though.  At 
their work and with their families, deacons are always 
ministering, especially through their example. 

The History of the Diaconate 
Permanent deacons are not new to the Roman 
Catholic Church.  The diaconate is an ancient order, 
dating back to the Church’s earliest days.  In Acts 6.1-
6, we hear that the Apostles called seven disciples 
“filled with the Spirit and wisdom” to serve the needs 
of those less fortunate in the community.  They were 
empowered to give this sacramental witness because 
the Apostles “prayed and laid hands” on them.  In 
other words, they were ordained.  The diaconate has 
always been much more than just a “volunteer” 
ministry! 
Changes in the structure of the Church led to the 
gradual decline of the diaconate.  By the 5th century, 
the role of the deacon was largely limited to liturgical 
assistance and, gradually, came to be exercised only 
by transitional deacons. 

The order of deacon was fully restored by the Second 
Vatican Council as a proper and permanent rank of 
ministry within the hierarchy of the Church.  Pope 
Paul VI implemented the recommendations of the 
Council in 1967.  Since then, the diaconate has 
flourished in many countries of the world, including 
Canada.  

What Does a Deacon Do? 
The deacon is ordained to be at the service of the 
People of God in the ministries of Word, Charity and 

 
 

“Not to be served 
but to serve” 
Deacon John Vallely,  
Diocese of London 



Sacrament, in communion with the bishop and his 
priests.  The deacon is ordained for the diocese, not 
the parish.  He ministers for the bishop and with the 
pastor of the parish to which he is assigned.  In most 
dioceses, the bishop appoints each deacon to one or 
more ministries of Charity and also assigns the 
deacon to a parish for the exercise of his ministries of 
Word and Sacrament.  
Most deacons are able offer 10 to 20 hours of ministry 
- which is unpaid - per week, while maintaining a 
balance with their family and career commitments.   

His ministry of Word is at the centre of who a deacon 
is and what he does.  This ministry includes 
evangelization, catechesis, preaching and the 
proclamation of the Gospel.  When a deacon is 
present at Mass, it is always his responsibility to 
proclaim the Gospel, even if the bishop is presiding!  
When he preaches, the deacon’s homily should 
remind us all of our responsibility to minster to those 
in need, in response to Jesus’ Gospel message. 
The deacon’s ministry of Charity may take many 
forms.  It may include outreach to the homeless or to 
the hungry, visitation to those in hospitals, long term 
care centres or prisons and participation in parish 
programs such as RCIA and sacramental preparation.  
Often, the deacon is directly involved in social justice 
initiatives or he may be responsible for coordinating 
the efforts of others.  
In the community or in the parish, the deacon 
continues to be a messenger of the “Good News”, 
especially through his example.  The deacon is a 
particular leader in demonstrating and witnessing to 
the profound self-sacrifice, or diakonia, that all of us, 
through our baptism, are called to make in service to 
others.  One of his primary roles is to encourage us to 
join him in his ministries of service to the poor and to 
empower us to assume responsibility for them, so that 
he can become involved in new and more challenging 
areas of need. 

In the exercise of his ministry of Sacrament, the 
deacon is not just a liturgical assistant!  At Mass, the 
deacon has specific liturgical roles, including 
proclaiming the Gospel, announcing the intentions of 

the Universal Prayer, inviting us to exchange the sign 
of peace and dismissing us.  He is an ordinary 
minister of Holy Communion, just like a priest or 
bishop.  
The deacon does not preside at Mass, hear 
confessions or administer the sacraments of 
Confirmation or Anointing of the Sick.  However, he 
may administer the sacrament of Baptism and witness 
the vows at marriages when they are celebrated 
outside Mass.  He may preside at vigil services and at 
funerals when there is no Mass and may also lead 
prayer services and devotional liturgies. 
The most important aspect of the deacon’s presence 
at any liturgy is that he is a living sign of Christ the 
Servant.  Just like his presence in his ministry in the 
community, his attendance at Mass and other 
celebrations is a constant reminder to us all of our call 
to diakonia, self-giving service to others. 

One Call, Many Ministries 
The needs of each parish – and the community of 
which it is a part – are unique.  So, too, is the ministry 
of each deacon.  One deacon may be heavily involved 
in community ministry and seem to have little 
connection with the pastoral team and parish life.  
Another deacon may be an integral part of the 
pastoral team and highly visible in the parish because 
of his catechetical and sacramental ministries.  While 
parish circumstances may differ, in each situation, 
under the direction of the bishop and the pastor of the 
parish to which he is assigned, the deacon is living 
out his particular sacramental call to unselfish, self-
emptying service to those most in need of temporal 
and spiritual support. 
     
 


