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Deacons in the U.S. Church 
 
 I had the occasion July 11-13 to co-lead a weekend retreat for 140 deacons and 

their wives from Episcopal Region 13 ( which includes Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona 

and Wyoming) on the topic of “ Spirituality and Deacons”. I came away deeply 

impressed by the quality and range of skills of the deacons and their wives I met in this 

meeting in Pueblo, Colorado. 

 CARA ( The Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate) in a recent study 

found that there are 18, 725 deacons in the United States; 15,191 of them are still active 

and not retired. The United States contains some 40 % of all deacons in the world-wide 

church.  93% of deacons are married; 4 % are widowers; only some 2% are celibate, 

never married men. America’s deacons ( as opposed to some deacons in Europe) are 

skewed toward an older age. 94% of them are at least 50; 42% are in their 60’s; 28% are 

70 years old or older. Only 6% are in the age range 40-49 and a minuscule percentage are 
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39 years old or less. The canonical age for becoming a deacon is 35. 78% of American 

deacons are Caucasian; 16% Hispanic; 3 % African American; 3% Asian. 

 Over sixty percent of our American deacons have college decrees; 11% hold 

advanced decrees, many in a secular field.  One finds an impressive range of secular 

occupations among our deacons: Retired judges, police officers, military; lawyers, 

doctors, clinical psychologists, undertakers, broadcasters, civil engineers and computer 

specialists.  A number of deacons are compensated for their work in parishes or for the 

diocese. Some do work full-time in church work or administer parishes. In the diocese of 

Pueblo, Colorado, for example, there are more deacons than ordained priests. Most 

deacons also have ministries outside of a parish: in prison ministry, hospital ministry or 

running soup kitchens for the homeless. 13% of all deacons are involved in prison 

ministry; 10% in hospital ministries. A large proportion of deacons do their ministry 

while pursuing their secular careers as well and gaining their livelihood from that.  

 In a recent article, “ A Call of Their Own: The  Role of Deacons in the Church” 

which appeared in U.S. Catholic magazine, June, 2014, Deacon William Ditewig raised 

three issues about deacons in the United States. The first is their skewed age. Ditewig 

would like to see more younger deacons and suggests that, as here in the United States, 

wives of deacons take the same course of training as their husbands ( by canon law, 

wives of deacons must agree to their husband’s choice of vocation), we might emulate 

some European countries where child care is provided at deacons’ training sessions so the 

entire family can go. Ditewig laments that in America for most deacons it is a second 

career, after an early retirement. One can, however, understand why many men in their 
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mid-thirties, with young families and a career path ahead of them in their secular callings, 

are hesitant to take on another job. 

 In a second point, Ditewig notes that many bishops, priests, lay people are still 

quite uninformed about who deacons are and their special ministry. Many undertake good 

ministries of service which any layman or woman could do. Why get ordained ? Deacons 

are ordained for word ( they preach), sacrament ( they can baptize, marry and do funerals 

outside of the eucharist) and charity or diaconia, service. In a true sense, there is a grace 

of the sacrament. Moreover, the order of deacons, called to service to those in need, is a 

reminder to all the rest of us that diaconia ( service) is an essential quality for the whole 

church, not just the ordained or those specifically ordained as deacons ( Priests and 

bishops, too, and lay persons are called to follow their servant Lord who came to serve 

and not to be served).  We do need a better explanation and catechesis to the whole 

church, forty or so years on from the renewal of the permanent diaconate since Vatican 

II, of who deacons are and meant to be for us. Deacons undergo an intense four to five 

year training and formation before their ordination. 

 Ditewig’s third point is that deacons’ ministry is not only within parishes but 

beyond them. Often enough, they bring the needs of the wider church and society to the 

knowledge of a parish. As the diocese of Metuchen in New York has put it: “ Deacons in 

the U.S. have a variety of special ministries such as serving the aged, battered women, 

abused children, the bereaved, the blind, the deaf, the divorced, drug addicts, the dying, 

the handicapped, the poor, the people in the streets”—in short, those most in need.  

 Deacon Frank Lukovits of the diocese of Albany, New York talks about deacons’ 

ministry beyond the parish: “ Deacons who are placed in a parish where they are not fully 



 4 

utilized often become frustrated. In recent years, as a hospital chaplain, I have 

experienced the most fulfillment of my eighteen years as a deacon. I believe the reason is 

that the needs of the sick and dying are generally greater than those I encounter in the 

parish setting—My wife, Anne, and I are able to minister together more easily than in the 

parish”. 

 Because most deacons are married they possess skills to address the family as the 

domestic church. The 1998 document from the Congregation of Clergy and the 

Congregation of  Education on deacons lifts up the way their married communion might 

contribute in a real way in preaching and counseling about the family.  Paragraph 33 lifts 

up especially the role of deacons in the pastoral care of families. I was reminded of this 

when I read a report in The Tablet about Mary Mcaleese, the former president of Ireland, 

writing the pope about the upcoming Synod of Bishops on the family. She asked him how 

many of the celibate bishops in attendance would have ever changed a nappy? 

 Deacons’ secular jobs also provide a useful avenue for them to preach about 

seeing our work life as a locale for ministry and service, a theme not often enough 

broached in parish settings. Deacons usually read the prayer of the faithful and, often, 

help compose it. It would be good if they included more prayer-petitions about 

strengthening the family and bringing our witness and ministry to our world of work  

(both spheres take up the bulk of most people’s time).  

 Being so impressed by the deacons and their wives I met in Pueblo, Colorado and 

the range of their ministries, I want to underscore the need for a serious catechesis in our 

parishes and dioceses about the important role and function of deacons in our church. The 
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renewal of the permanent diaconate ( relating to deacons in the early church) is one of the 

greatest blessings we have today from Vatican Council II. 


