
The Priesthood Series 

Article 14 – Deacons (Part 1) 

 

The first deacons were ordained in the early church by the apostles as is described in the book of 

Acts, chapter 6.  We read that the Twelve Apostles determined that they needed assistance in 

serving the growing number of disciples.  So they asked the community to “pick out from among 

you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may appoint to this 

duty” (Acts 6:3).  The Apostles then “prayed and laid their hands upon them” (6:6).  St. Stephen, 

the first martyr, was one of these first seven deacons. 

 

Throughout the early church we see records of the necessity of deacons in addition to bishops 

and priests.  St. Ignatius of Antioch, a bishop who died in the year 110AD, wrote the following: 

“Take care to do all things in harmony with God, with the bishop presiding in the place of God, 

and with the presbyters in the place of the council of the apostles, and with the deacons, who are 

most dear to me, entrusted with the business of Jesus Christ, who was with the Father from the 

beginning and is at last made manifest” (Letter to the Magnesians, 6:1). 

 

What is a deacon, what does he do, and how is he different from a bishop and a priest? 

 

A deacon is a man ordained in persona Christi (in the person of Christ), but not in persona 

Christi capitis (in the person of Christ the head) as bishops and priests are.  As the Second 

Vatican Council said, after bishops and priests, “At a lower level of the hierarchy are deacons, 

upon whom hands are imposed not unto the priesthood, but unto a ministry of service” (Lumen 

Gentium, 29). 

 

Thus, through their ordination, deacons do act in the person of Christ for the good of the Church, 

and they do so specifically in their role of a servant.  As we see first in the Scriptures in the book 

of Acts, the deacons were ordained to serve the community of the disciples, and in particular the 

widows who were in need.  But beyond that, a deacon’s role in the Church is always focused on 

service.  Additionally, what a deacon does during Mass are all things related to his being a 

servant of the priest and the sacred mysteries being celebrated.  First let’s look in depth at what a 

deacon does in ministry outside of Mass, and what he does during the Mass. 

 

Vatican II says this about deacons: “For strengthened by sacramental grace, in communion with 

the bishop and his group of priests they serve in the diaconate of the liturgy, of the word, and of 

charity to the people of God. It is the duty of the deacon, according as it shall have been 

assigned to him by competent authority, to administer baptism solemnly, to be custodian and 

dispenser of the Eucharist, to assist at and bless marriages in the name of the Church, to bring 

Viaticum to the dying, to read the Sacred Scripture to the faithful, to instruct and exhort the 

people, to preside over the worship and prayer of the faithful, to administer sacramentals, to 

officiate at funeral and burial services. Dedicated to duties of charity and of administration, let 

deacons be mindful of the admonition of Blessed Polycarp: "Be merciful, diligent, walking 

according to the truth of the Lord, who became the servant of all” (Lumen Gentium, 29, 

emphasis mine). 

 



To summarize, the sacraments a deacon can administer are: Baptism and Marriage.  

Additionally, deacons can bless people and objects. 

 

To be continued… 


