Homily Acts of the Apostles 6:1-7

As a Deacon, | cannot ignore commenting on our first reading, so please indulge me as
| give you a little history about this important vocation. St. Stephen is one of the first
Deacons of the Church and the first Christian martyr. Everything we know about him
comes from chapters six and seven of the Acts of the Apostles. Stephen came from a
family of Greek speaking Jews who had emigrated from Palestine to one of the Greek-
speaking provinces of the Roman Empire. These Jews did not speak Aramaic, and in
their synagogues, they heard the Scriptures read in Greek rather than Hebrew. In this
sixth chapter of the book of Acts we learn that tension arose between the Greek Jewish
converts (they are called the Hellenists) to Christianity and the Palestinian Jewish
converts (the Hebrews). The Greeks complained that in general, the widows and the
poor were being neglected in favor of the Hebrews. This created a serious situation for
the Apostles, and it needed immediate attention. The need was so great that that the
Apostles ordained Deacons before the first priests were ordained. After prayer and
worship, the first concern of the Apostles was for the poor and marginalized.

To solve the problem, The Apostles chose seven men and ordained them through the
sacramental sign of the laying on of hands. Scripture tells us that each man chosen was
shown to be a man of deep faith, prayer, wisdom, and knowledge of the Scriptures and
the teachings of Jesus and desired to bring the Good News of Jesus out into the world
through their preaching and through their example. The Greek word for their vocation
was diakonia. The word diakonia means service. They were not called deacons at that
time. They were ordained to the ministry of service and the name as the Church grew
and matured, the name Deacon was used to identify this vocation. The definition of that
vocation has not changed since Luke described it in the book of Acts. The Deacons
were called to serve the poor and preach the Faith; and the first name on this list of
seven was Stephen. From the time of the early Church until today, Deacons have been
considered as being configured to Our Lord in a special way and are called icons of
Jesus Christ in the world by the Church Fathers. The word icon means “true image.”
This is the foundation of the Deacons’ spirituality... to be the true image of Christ.
Although the vocation of service has not changed since the first ordination of Deacons,
the responsibilities have expanded. Today, Deacons not only serve in parishes, but they
also minister in hospitals, prisons, and nursing homes. We visit the homebound, we
proclaim the Gospel, and we preach. We teach, we conduct vigil services, baptize,



facilitate Bible studies, and lead prayer groups, and witness weddings. We assist the
priest at Mass and other liturgies and are an outreach of the pastor in the parish
community and the bishop in the diocese. Although we are usually assigned to a
specific parish, we are ordained for the diocesan church and are assigned by the bishop
as was originally set out in the book of Acts. It is important to understand that Deacons
have their own divine calling. We are not “Junior Priests” or “Adult Altar Servers.” We
are clerics, members of the hierarchy of the Church. The hierarchy is Bishop, Priest,
and Deacon. By the end of the ancient world, the deacon was the bishop’s assistant
serving in various capacities in the diocese. The responsibilities of the Deacon changed
over the centuries but the call to service did not. The Second Vatican Council identified
the diaconate as a particular and permanent rank of the hierarchy of the Church.

The Deacon assists the Bishop with his ministry of evangelization as evidenced by the
fact that, not only does he proclaim the Gospel at Mass, as a permanent, sacramental
sign of the Church’s mission of service to the world, the Deacon goes forth from the
liturgy and brings the Good news of Jesus to those who are outside of the Mass but
also outside of the Church. This is expressed beautifully during the diaconal ordination
rite when the newly ordained Deacon kneels before the Bishop who places the Book of
the Gospels in his hands and says, “receive the Gospel of Christ whose herald you
have become. Believe what you read, teach what you believe, and practice what you
teach.” In this very moment, as a result of his ordination, the laying on of hands, the
Deacon receives the power and authority to proclaim the Good News to the world. Such
is a short history of the diaconate from its inception to today. What does this mean to us
today? First, it is a calling from God...a vocation. As | already said, it is a divine calling
from God. Next, the vocation requires a period of formation do that the deacon is
prepared to fulfill the responsibilities of his calling. Finally, the Deacon is not only an
outreach of the Bishop, it is an outreach of the Pastor he is assigned to serve. In today’s
world, the vocation is especially critical. Our role is not just to be seen at the altar. We
are to work behind the scenes in the various ministries of the Church. we are also to
strike a proper balance between our ministry and our families. The family must take
priority because we do not want one sacrament, the Sacrament of Holy Orders, to put
stress on the Sacrament of Marriage and vice versa.

Perhaps after hearing this brief history of this beautiful vocation, some of you will hear
the voice of the Lord calling you to this ministry. | suggest that you discuss it with your



wife and about it. Since | am the Director of the Office of the Permanent Diaconate, give
me a call and let’s talk about it in more depth. Your calling may just be a tiny ember, a
glowing coal in your heart. God is always calling us to fan that ember, to blow on the
coal of the heart and bring it to a roaring flame. We all have a spiritual journey on earth.
Remember, God did not direct His call to Isaiah. Isaiah heard God’s voice saying,

“Whom shall | send, who will go for us?” Will you be the one who answers, “Here | am,
Lord?”



