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We read in the book of Acts as follows: 
 

 And the twelve called together the whole community of the disciples and said, “It is not 
right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables.[a] 3 Therefore, 
friends,[b] select from among yourselves seven men of good standing, full of the Spirit and of 
wisdom, whom we may appoint to this task,4 while we, for our part, will devote ourselves to 
prayer and to serving the word.” 5 What they said pleased the whole community, and they 
chose Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, together with Philip, Prochorus, Ni-
canor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch. 6 They had these men stand 
before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them. (Acts 6:2-6) 

 
We understand this text as telling us about the first deacons. The phrase, “wait on tables” is one translation 
of the word diakoneo, from which we get our English word, deacon. Another translation of the word, in this 
context, is to keep accounts. In other places the word is used to mean to serve as a representative or emis-
sary in place of the apostles.  
 
Even though the Acts passage refers to selecting seven men, women were deacons in the early church as 
well. Phoebe in Romans is a deacon. As late as the 14th C there are records of women deacons, then 
reappearing in the 19th C as deaconesses 
 
So what exactly is a deacon? 
 
We have four orders of ministry in the church, the baptized, including all of us, and then those of us set 
aside in holy orders, deacons, priests and bishops. 
 
Historically, deacons are mentioned in Acts and the Epistles. There was a bishop or overseer at each 
church, but there weren’t a lot of churches. Deacons assisted the bishop, by taking the consecrated bread 
and wine from the church to homes where Christians gathered. Later the order of priests emerged, with a 
priest at each church. Beginning in about the 4th century, the role of permanent or vocational deacons 
declined, in the western church, in favor of priests. That decline was over a long period of time, noting that 
there were a few vocational deacons as late as the 14th C. What survived was the transitional deacon – a 
step on the way to ordination as a priest. 
 
Vocational deacons, or permanent deacons, are called to be deacons, not priests. We didn’t drop out on the 
way to the priesthood. As deacons, we still assist bishops. While most of us serve in parishes, we report to 
the Bishop. When the Bishop visits, there isn’t much for the priest to do.  
 
The order of deacons was restored, beginning in Germany in the 19th century and among Catholics and 
Episcopalians in the late 20th century.  
 
The visible role of deacons is in the liturgy. We read the Gospel, prepare the table for the Eucharist, and 
dismiss the people at the end of the service. In addition, deacons may begin the Creed and the Prayers of 
the People and the Confession. In the absence of a priest or bishop, we lead worship, including weddings 
and funerals, with some exceptions – we do not pronounce the Absolution, the Blessing, nor can we 
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celebrate the Eucharist. So when we confess sins, as a deacon I do not forgive your sins, but I pray for our 
forgiveness. 
 
The less visible, but more important, ministry is our role in caring for the poor, the ill and the powerless. 
That’s a traditional role for deacons, serving in outreach ministries. We stand between the world and the 
church, with one foot in each, interpreting the church to the world and the world to the church. Most 
deacons are bi-vocational, that is, we serve in the church as deacons and have a job in the world. I teach at 
Wayne State University as a full time job. By combining my calling to teach with the ministry as a deacon I 
find myself enabling others to carry out ministry, by teaching, discerning, and encouraging others as well as 
ministering to others myself.  
 
We take our direction from this passage from Luke: 
 

When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on the 
sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah 
was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: “The 
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind,to let 
the oppressed go free,  to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” And he rolled up the 
scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were 
fixed on him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 
hearing.” (Luke 4:16-21) 

 
Let those words echo in your ears: Bring good news to the poor; proclaim release to the captives, recovery 
of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. All of us are 
charged with these directives. To a deacon, we hear these as a lifetime commitment. We willingly take on 
the responsibility and privilege of serving the world and the church. 
 
And it’s not just that we feed the poor and minister to the sick and the powerless. We do those things. We 
minister to those individuals who come to us. But we also have to bring about changes to the systems that 
bring so many to our doors seeking food and help. Why do we have more people every year coming to St. 
John’s Open Hands Food Pantry? We are grateful for the support of Christ Church Cranbrook and others 
for all the contributions that allow us to feed so many.  
 
It’s better to allow people the dignity and freedom to earn enough so they can provide for themselves, 
Something is wrong when people can work full time and still not earn enough to lift themselves out of 
poverty.  
 
A hundred years ago, Henry Ford understood that it was good for his auto business to pay people more than 
the prevailing wage. He instituted the $5 day, about double what his competitors paid. The result was 
reduced employee turnover and his employees could now afford to buy what they made. Increasing pay 
was good for the company, the employees and the economy.  
What can we do to remove the causes of poverty and homelessness? 
 
That’s the question for all of us, and specifically for deacons. A couple of years ago, a Deacon’s Resolution 
came before General convention and many diocesan conventions. It was simple. 
 

Resolved that the 77th General Convention of the Episcopal Church call upon its members 
to begin every meeting in calendar year 2013, whether at the parish, diocesan or church-
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wide level and no matter what the purpose, with this agenda item: "How will what we are 
doing here affect or involve people living in poverty?" 
 

Many dioceses adopted it. Many parishes did as well. The idea was simple: To keep the poor before us, not 
just as people we care for, but as participants in our life as church. “How will what we are doing here affect 
or involve people living in poverty?” 
 
The Deacon’s Resolution comes from the heart of the diaconate, but also for all of us as the baptized. 
 
If you find yourself wondering if you have a call to be a deacon, I urge you to talk with Ron, your new 
rector or another priest or deacon, or with me. There is a need in the church for more deacons and it is a 
very fulfilling ministry. The path to the diaconate begins with Exploring Your Spiritual Journey, a one-year 
program to help people discern their call to ministry. You may find that you are called to be an active, 
committed lay minister, or called to be a priest or deacon. May God bless you on your journey of faith. 
 
The Rev. Deacon Timothy Spannaus, PhD 


