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Diaconate weathers 20 years of changes |

By Lee Strong
Staff writer

When Deacon Paul McArdle was or-
dained a permanent deacon.on May 24,
1970, he faced a problem no other perma-
‘nent deacon in the United States has since
confrented.

He was the first layman ordained to the
permanent diaconate in this country.

*‘I was the first one, I was breaking new
ground,”’ said Deacon McArdle, who cur-
rently serves in the Diocese of
Brownsville, Texas. ‘I was trying to fig-
ure out what a deacon was supposed to
do.”

Since that day in 1970, the number of
permanent deacons active in the United
States has grown to more than 9,000, with
an additional 2,000 candidates in forma-
tion. Of the more than 180 dioceses and ar-
chdioceses in the country, 155 now have
-some form of a permanent deacon pro-
gram. .

In the Diocese of Rochester, which or-
dained its first deacon class in 1982 and -
added nine new permanent deacons on
June 2, 78 permanent deacons are now ser-
ving.

During the 20 years since Deacon
McArdle’s ordination, permanent deacons
in this country have continued to discover
and define just what they are *‘supposed to

. do-’:“—»;? o

manent diaconate hias also been caught up
in the currents affecting the U.S. Catholic
Church, including declining numbers of
priests, greater -lay involvement in the’
church, and the call for women’s ordina-
tion. . : -

The latter issue was brought home in
March of this year when Archbishop Ray-
mond Hunthausen announced he would not
form a new permanent deacon class in the
Archdiocese of Seattle until the role of
women in the church was more adequately
addressed. .

Despite such tensions and conflicts,
however, the permanent diaconate in the
United States is alive and healthy, pointed
out Deacon Constantino Ferriola, ex-
ecutive director of the National Conference
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Deacon James Hankey and his wife, Dora, exchange the kiss of peace with
Bishop Matthew H. Clark during the diaconal ordinationJune’2.

of Catholic Bishops’ ‘Committee on the
Permanent Diaconate. And deacons today
have a much clearer idea of their role in the
church than Deacon McArdle had when he
was ordained.

‘“‘We started off in 1970 with no history,
just a concept to start with,”’ Deacon Fer-
riola observed. *‘I think there has been
some very good maturing of our
understanding of  the permanent
diaconate.”’ .

In the United States, deacons’ ministry
began primarily as lityrgical, Deacon Fer-
riola said. :

grams, some déacons saw themselves as
““mini priests’’ acknowledged Father Ed-
ward Salmon, director of the Archdiocese
of Chicago’s permanent deacon program.
*“They were very clerical,”” he noted.

The current emphasis is away from
clericalism and the primacy of liturgical
functions of the diaconate, Deacon Ferriola
said. ‘“The ministry of liturgy now takes its
meaning from the ministry of service,”” he
remarked.

Deacons’ ministry of service includes
caring for the sick, the elderly, and those in
prison. These were, in fact, among the
reasons the diaconate was first created in

the early days of the church.

This shifting of focus from liturgy to
service over the years has lengthened for-
mation programs to offer deacons more
training, Deacon Ferriola noted. The cur-
riculum includes not only courses on
liturgy and Scripture, but also on interper-
sonal skills, basic counseling skills, and
ministry to such groups as youths and the
elderly.

Deacon Ferriola pointed out that the em-

hasis on the ministry of service includes
the workplace. ‘‘We’re focusing much
more directly on what happens from Mon-
day to Saturday,’’ he said.

That particular understanding of the
permanent diaconate resonates with
Deacon Al Wilson, who directed
Rochester’s program from 1985-89.

*“The deacon is an ordained persom, but
because he works in the secular world,
people see him as a bridge between the
priest and lay people,”” Deacon Wilson
said.

“I have found there’s a tremendous
amount of ministry needed in the
workplace,’” he observed. ‘‘People are
hurting. Many of them would not go into a
rectory or a church to talk to someone, but
they know I'm a deacon, and they
sometimes talk to me about their prob-
lems.” :

At the same time, the permanent deacon
— through his multiple roles as husband,
father, secular-werker and ordained min-
ister — can bring to the church insights that
a priest might not be able to provide, par-
ticularly as a preacher, noted Deacon
Stephen Graff, currently the director of
Rochester’s permanent deacon program.

‘““A deacon whose primary ministry
would be working with street people may
be living and serving a parish anywhere,”’
Deacon Graff ¢xplained. ‘‘But part of the
way the deacon interprets Scriptures would
(come) ouaf working with the street peo-
ple.” uﬁf— :

Deacon Graff pointed out that in the
selection process for deacons today, the
service aspect of the candidates’ lives is
given even greater weight. **We are look-
Continued on page 7
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