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I actually find that although people outside of the church or on the fringe haven’t 

heard of deacons, they actually will understand sometimes better what it is, because 

as far as most people are concerned, deacons are actually doing the sort of thing that 

they think Christians should be doing; that sort of being on the fringes … and turning 

the tables. Rita.  

 

I love this dismissing, go in peace to love and serve the Lord …  All that about trying 

to enable discipleship for people out of church, so the liturgy after the liturgy, that’s 

what they describe diakonia as, don’t they? (with enthusiasm).  Julian. 

 

I sometimes use the image of deacons being a bit like a post-it note on the church, 

about the baptismal call of all Christians that we neglect; that sense of calling to 

diakonia and to serve and not to be served, that all Christians need to be enabled with.   

Rita. 

 

My junior priest colleague, who can be… who is very bright but dense, said, ‘oh yes, 

inferior office, that’s from the ordinal, isn’t it?’  Don’t put me down! (Exasperation).  

Junia  
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Introduction 

The ordained ministry of the Church of England consists of three orders – deacon, priest and 

bishop.  Since the fourth century the diaconate has mainly existed as a transitional order, with 

deacons becoming priests after a short time.  There have been one or two exceptions in the 

course of the history of the Church of England, the main one being the foundation of the 

Deaconess Order, which played an important part in the ministry of the church between 1861 

and 1987.  However, since 1987, when women were first admitted to the ordained order of 

deacon, there have been a slowly increasing number of deacons who have remained in that 

order of ministry, and are referred to, in the main, as distinctive deacons. Distinctive deacons 

are also referred to as permanent deacons, but this term is used less frequently, and can be 

misleading, as it is perfectly possible, and not unheard of, for a distinctive deacon to be 

further called, in time, to priestly ministry.  There are those, including some distinctive 

deacons, who feel that they should just be called deacons, without a qualifier, as the ones who 

inhabit this ministry long term.  In my heart I agree, but can see the practical difficulties at 

this time, when then number of distinctive deacons is small, and the number of transitional 

deacons (those who are priested after a year) is much greater.  The term distinctive deacon is 

the one used by the Ministry Division of the Church of England.  The distinctive diaconate 

has a firm basis in the New Testament, and the need for such an order of ministry is as strong 

today as it was then.  As you will see from the way that distinctive deacons describe their 

ministry below, that they are passionate about what they do, and fulfil a valuable ministry 

within the Church of England.   

 This booklet arises in part, from my own experience of having been a deacon in the Church 

of England; also, from a deep respect for this undervalued third order of ordained ministry; 

and finally, from my wish to see it flourish.  I want to offer you encouragement and 

information if you think you may have a calling to be a distinctive deacon.  When I was 

describing this project to my daughter, who is a theatre producer with a brief that includes 

working with the community, she said, ‘oh, you mean promotional material.’  On reflection I 

decided that was a good description.  I very much want to promote the distinctive diaconate. 

 

At 11 years old, I went away to school.  It was an Anglican Convent School, and I loved it.  I 

was nurtured in the Christian faith and the Sisters were wonderful role models.  In the course 

of my time at school I felt a strong call to ordained ministry.  This was in the 1970s and my 

intention to become a priest was greeted with some hilarity by my peers.  However, the call 

did not disappear, and in 1983 I went to theological college to train to be an accredited lay 

worker – one of the stipendiary roles open to women at that time.  In 1987, when women were 
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admitted to the diaconate, I was working in a parish and my training incumbent helped me to 

explore what the ministry of a deacon might look like.  Although a large number of women 

were being ordained deacon in that year, very little guidance was given by the Church of 

England about the nature of the diaconate, and so I was very grateful for the support and 

encouragement that Fr Charles Lawrence offered me.  We both suspected that it would be 

some time before women were admitted to the priesthood – a far more contentious move by 

the Church.  In 1994 women were made priest for the first time, and after a lot of soul 

searching, I was one of them.  I had felt fulfilled in my ministry as a deacon, but it was made 

clear to me that if I remained a deacon there would be no stipend, and by this time I was 

married, with one child and another on the way.  I needed to be earning.  I have not regretted 

my priestly ministry, but my time as a deacon has left me with a deep respect for the 

diaconate and a wish to see it well used and respected within the Church of England. 

 

In the course of my exploration of the diaconate in the Church of England, I have been 

surprised to discover that there is very little material written by deacons about their own 

experiences of calling and ministry.  While the corpus of material about deacons is greater 

than I expected, the voices of deacons themselves are rarely heard. The only places where I 

have found the voices of distinctive deacons, apart from direct conversation, are on websites 

that have been created by distinctive deacons for other distinctive deacons or those looking 

for information about discernment.  These include ‘Deacon Stories’ 

(https://deaconstories.wordpress.com), which has a wealth of material, including the 

experience of deacons, as well as information about discernment, training and ordination. 

 

 In 2012 I decided that I needed to return to academia before my brain rusted up completely, 

and finding the voices of deacons seemed a worthwhile thing to do.  Therefore, my doctoral 

thesis became an exploration of what it means to be a distinctive deacon in the Church of 

England today, and I worked with sixteen active distinctive deacons, recording their views 

and experiences.  Enabling them to tell their stories, and share their perspective of their 

ministry was a great privilege.  With 1001 distinctive deacons in all, in the Church of England 

at the time I was doing my research, it was tempting to try to approach all of them.  But time 

did not allow, and I was keen to build a rich picture of this ministry, delving deeper into the 

ministries with a smaller data set.  I therefore drew together a respondent group that was 

 
1 The number of distinctive deacons has always been difficult to ascertain, as previously they were not 
differentiated from other clergy groups in Church of England statistics.  Gill Kimber found 165 within the 
Church of England in 2019, and since then has persuaded the Church to keep a separate statistic of distinctive 
deacons.  This however, is only as good as the Dioceses who provide the information. 

https://deaconstories.wordpress.com/
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representative of the order as a whole.  I have included the words of these deacons in the 

following chapters. 

 

The members of the respondent cohort were very frank about the issues that they faced.  

Given that the clergy of the Church of England are a close-knit group in terms of information 

sharing, and that there were only one hundred distinctive deacons, some of distinctive deacons 

were anxious that what they had said would become general knowledge, once my thesis was 

in the public domain.  They felt that this might impact on their ministry, especially in dioceses 

where they felt that they were already under sufferance as distinctive deacons.  To protect the 

respondent cohort, I anonymised the interview transcriptions, and each respondent was given 

a pseudonym.  As far as possible I chose the names of people, including deacons and bishops, 

who were active in the Early Church.  Despite these precautions, a few of distinctive deacons 

felt that they could be identified, none-the-less.  They still chose to take part in the project, 

and I am grateful for their courage in doing so.  I have used the pseudonyms in this booklet. 

 

Although the respondent cohort were representative in gender balance, age and distribution of 

the wider diaconate, and from other conversations that I have with distinctive deacons, I 

believe that the voices I have recorded do faithfully represent the distinctive diaconate in the 

Church of England, I accept that they do not represent the views and experiences of all 

distinctive deacons. 

 

Happily, the voices of distinctive deacons have become stronger and clearer in the time since 

I undertook my research.  Much credit for this goes to Revd Deacon Gill Kimber. She has not 

only engagingly recorded her own experiences of ministry as a distinctive deacon for over 

thirty years in her book, Deacon by Design: the ups and downs of an Anglian Deacon; but has 

also done much to raise the profile of the distinctive diaconate, and to create platforms for 

mutual support among distinctive deacons.  Ministry Division, too, has engaged with the 

particular discernment needs for distinctive deacons, and this is reflected in specific selection 

criteria and new information about the diaconate.  These can be found on the Church of 

England website, and the links are also given later in this booklet. 

 

I have tried to create a resource that is user friendly and not too long.  However, I have 

succumbed to the occasional digression.  These are referenced in the text and appear at the 

end of the booklet.  If they provoke your interest, read them; if not, ignore them.  I have 

suggested further reading and offered questions for reflection at the end of each chapter.   
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1 Some history 

There are books which offer a comprehensive history of the diaconate, and I have included 

them in the reading at the end of this chapter.  What I offer here is a brief overview of the 

origins of the diaconate, as well as the correction of a misreading of Scripture which has left 

us with an understanding of the diaconate which begins and ends with the word servant.   

 

I regularly speak with people who tell me with great certainty that the first deacons in the 

Church were the seven Greek men chosen for ministry in Acts 6.1-4.  In this passage there are 

three words from the root diakon-.  In the NRSV Bible they are translated variously as daily 

distribution of food, waiting at tables, and serving the word.  However, John Collins, who has 

made an in-depth study of the treatment of diakon- words, both in the New Testament and in 

contemporary secular texts, has shown that diakon- words were usually translated as 

commission, mandate, agency, emissary or envoy.2 He felt that to translate these words so 

variously within this one passage is strange, to say the least.  Collins points out that there is no 

mention of food in the passage, that the issue over the distribution of wealth had been dealt 

with in Acts 4; and that it would be logical and reasonable to translate all three diakon- words 

in the same way, as service of the Word or ministry. 

 

Collins then applies this to the text to form the following reading: 

Taking the liberty of paraphrase, and including a number of explanatory phrases, we 

might re-read Luke’s account of the Seven in the following way: 

The Greek-speaking members of the community complained against those who spoke 

Aramaic that their housebound widows were being overlooked in the great preaching 

(diakonia) that was going on day by day in the environs of the Temple.  So, the 

Twelve summoned the whole complement of the disciples and said: “We cannot 

possibly break off our public proclamation before the huge crowds in the Temple to 

carry out a ministry (diakonein) in the households of these Greek-speaking widows.  

Brothers, you will have to choose seven men from your own ethnic group who are 

fully respected, empowered by the Spirit, and equipped for the task.  We will then 

appoint them to the role that needs to be filled.  That will mean that the Twelve can get 

on with attending to worship in the Temple and to our apostolic ministry (diakonia) of 

proclaiming the Word there.” (Collins 2002, 58). 

 

According to this translation the seven Greek-speaking men were chosen as another group of 

apostolic ministers, to heal divisions that were beginning to appear between the Hellenist 

 
2 Collins, J. N, (1990): Diakonia: Re-Interpreting the Ancient Sources.  This was ground-breaking work, 

allowing for a re-examination and reconstruction of the true nature of the diaconate. 
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believers, and the Hebrew believers.  This makes sense of the public preaching role assumed 

by Stephen; and it is endorsed by James Munroe Barnett, who acknowledged that they were 

appointed as leaders of the Hellenist faction, and that their activity, in the end, was not very 

different from that of the Apostles (Barnett 1979, 29). 

 

Sadly, the seven Greek men are still serving food in most translations of the New Testament, 

and assumed to be deacons.  But if that is not the origin of the Order of Deacons, where do we 

find it?  Like all ministry, the diaconate has its roots in the ministry of Jesus himself, who as 

God incarnate had a commission of preaching, teaching, healing and sacrifice.  But this is not 

translated into specific ministries within the New Testament, until the pastoral epistles.  Most 

of the information regarding a named ministry of deacon is to be found in 1 Timothy 3.  Here 

the ministries of overseer or bishop and deacon require the same qualifications.  These are 

strict, because of the respect in which these offices are held (Barnett 1979, 40).  While it is 

clear that the office of bishop had precedence over that of deacons, it would be misleading to 

see deacons as assistants of the bishop.  They were colleagues, whose main role was to 

dispense the Church’s charities to the poor and the sick, keep order during worship, and to 

play specific roles within the liturgy.  The main flourishing of the diaconate was during the 

first five centuries CE.  There are references to deacons in the writings of the Apostolic 

Fathers as well as in accounts of the Ecumenical Councils.  Deacons oversaw the pastoral care 

of the Church; administered charities; acted as secretaries to bishops, often succeeding them 

in office; according to one account representing their bishop at an ecumenical council; and 

having a vital role within the liturgy of the Church (Barnett 1979, 43). 

 

But by the fourth century the central role of the deacon in the Early Church was beginning to 

be seriously undermined.  James Munroe Barnett charts the end of what he considers the 

golden age of the diaconate.  The conversion of the Emperor Constantine to Christianity led to 

Imperial patronage and the unprecedented growth of the Church.  The influx of so many new 

church members led to major organisational changes. The new organisation took the Imperial 

state as its model.  The use of the title ‘pontiff’ assumed by metropolitan bishops, the use of 

vestments and the carrying of candles, are all drawn from pagan sources.  While bishops 

presided over groups of church communities, and were assisted by archdeacons, 

individual/local church communities were now led by a presbyter in place of the bishop, and 

the deacons now worked with the presbyter, where before their ministry had been bound up 

with that of the bishop.  The only offices which required the presence of a bishop were 

ordination and confirmation. The Council of Antioch in 325CE demoted rural bishops, 
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making them subject to their metropolitan colleagues.  The Council of Laodicea in 336CE 

confirmed a range of minor orders, and in an increasingly hierarchical church, deacons were 

deemed inferior to presbyters.  Whereas, previously, it had been possible for deacons to 

become bishops, now that was only possible via ordination to the presbyterate. This 

hierarchical structure was known as the cursus honorum.  As liturgy and ritual became more 

central and complex, the role of presbyter became more important.  As deacons lost authority, 

their role in the liturgy also diminished.  Presbyters were still ordained deacon, but the focus 

was on the next ordination in the hierarchy - to the presbyterate (Barnett 1979, 88-124). 

After ordination to the diaconate, they served as apprentice priests, not as deacons, 

except for having a liturgical function largely restricted to that of the ancient diaconate 

...  The Church had in effect created a different office, the transitional diaconate, even 

if it masqueraded under the same name (Barnett 1979, 124). 

The ‘humble’, ‘inferior’ and ‘transitional’ deacon had been created. The influence of this view 

of the diaconate in subsequent centuries, and in particular after the inception of the Church of 

England, can be seen in her earlier Ordinals, which refer to the diaconate as an inferior office, 

compared to higher ministries. 

  

Digression One – ordinals before 2007 (see page 40) 

 

Because deacons has come to be seen as assistants to parish priests, and the diaconal ministry 

as a preparatory period before priesting, rather than as a specific ministry in its own right, the 

Church of England tended to consider the role or usefulness of deacons only at times of 

necessity; when there were insufficient priests, or when the needs of the church community or 

the wider community has swiftly increased, or when it has proved politically expedient (as in 

the case of the debate around the ordination of women).  Thus in 1560 Archbishop Matthew 

Parker, concerned about the number of parishes which were vacant, issued an ‘Order for 

serving cures now destitute’ (Strype 1828, 138).  Parker’s Order instructed that the principal 

incumbent in cases of plurality was to depute a deacon to read the order of service appointed, 

or else depute a suitable layman to do so, as lector or reader.  Francis Young notes that while 

the established Church in the late sixteenth century was occasionally using deacons as 

substitutes for priests and appointing them to livings, the puritans, following Calvin’s pattern 

of ministry, appointed deacons to a more pastoral role, without ordination (Young 2015, 15-

16).  However, there is no evidence of a thriving permanent diaconate at any time within the 

Church of England until the nineteenth century and the founding of the Deaconess order.   
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The nineteenth century saw massive social change, brought about in great part by 

industrialisation, which impacted on the ministry of the Church of England.  Poor housing, 

overcrowding, inadequate sanitation and the breakdown of social structures, caused massive 

social – and with them pastoral – problems.  In 1850, William Hale, Archdeacon of London, 

published a consideration of The Duties of the Deacons and Priests in the Church of England 

compared, emphasising the need for an extension of Christian ministry to meet the needs of 

the growing urban church.  

 

Despite the pleas by Hale and others for permanent deacons, the Convocations of both 

Canterbury and York resolved instead to restore the office of Reader, another, though less 

well documented, Early Church ministry; and on 10 May 1866, the Archbishop and Bishops 

of both provinces sanctioned a form of licence for Readers, which has formed the basis for the 

licence for Readers in general use in the Church of England ever since.  However, the focus of 

Reader ministry was not on pastoral care among the poor and needy, but on Christian 

teaching, and leading prescribed parts of divine service, and, for those of a good general 

education, preaching. 

 

By the mid-nineteenth century the influence of the revived Deaconess Order by Theodor 

Fleidner at Kaiserswerth, Germany, was being felt in most northern European countries, and 

England was no exception. 

 

Digression Two - The influence of Kaiserswerth (see page 41) 

 

In 1861, with the strong support and guidance of the then Bishop of London, Archibald 

Campbell Tait, Elizabeth Ferard was admitted as the first deaconess in the Church of England 

and the sister in charge of the North London Deaconess Institution (NLDI).  Between 1869 

and 1907 fourteen more deaconess institutions were established, across England. They 

undertook teaching, nursing, pastoral visiting, adult education, training domestic servants, and 

ministering in prisons and asylums.  The number of deaconesses increased steadily between 

1861 and 1919, from 15 to 105 (Blackmore 2007, 131-133).  Nevertheless, as the 1865 annual 

report of the NLDI testifies, the number of deaconesses available was insufficient to meet the 

applications for their services from parishes, asylums, hospitals and prisons.  The deaconess 

order was, to all intents and purposes, a distinctive diaconate.  It gave formal diaconal 

ministry a place within the church hierarchy, and a century later this provided a platform for 

the ordination of women as deacons, in 1987.   
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By June 1987 there were 750 female and 13 male distinctive deacons in the Church of 

England.  These included about 700 former deaconesses, and those who had just finished 

training for the diaconate. They could be described as ‘distinctive’ in so far as they could not 

(in the case of many of the women) or did not intend to (in the case of the men and a few of 

the women) continue to priestly ordination.  While admitting women to the diaconate looked 

like a move forward for the ministry of deacons, the context in which they were ordained 

deacon was in fact detrimental, as so many of these deacons were waiting to be priested, and 

had no interest in exploring or developing a deacon’s ministry.  At the same time, the 

deaconess order, which had been a strong focus of diaconal ministry was disbanded, as being 

no longer necessary.  No attempt was made at this stage to create a support system for those 

who felt called to the distinctive diaconate.  Previously, the interests of the deaconesses had 

been represented in Church House by a senior deaconess, appointed for that purpose, who 

also oversaw accredited lay ministries.  Once women were ordained deacon this post 

disappeared, and deacons had no specific representative.  Deacons were members of the 

House of Clergy; however, since the majority of members of the House of Clergy were 

priests, and the majority of the deacons were waiting and wanting to become priests, the 

distinctive deacons became a voiceless minority in a setting which was, in reality, the ‘House 

of Priests’.  This revealed an (on-going) anomaly in the synodical structures of the Church of 

England in relation to the three-fold ministry: while there is a discrete House of Bishops, a 

similar provision is not made for a ‘House of Deacons’.  

 

In the intervening 34 years there have been a series of reports commissioned by various arms 

of the Church of England, to consider whether the Church should support the development of 

a Distinctive Diaconate in the Church of England.  

 

Digression Three – working parties and reports (see page 42) 

 

In the main the view has been that a properly trained and resourced distinctive diaconate 

would be of benefit to the Church, and sincere, well-thought-out recommendations have been 

put forward.  However, it is only recently that the development of the distinctive diaconate 

has begun to show signs of vigour, and that has been through the determination of distinctive 

deacons themselves, rather than the institutions of the Church.  The rejection of the report, 

For Such a Time as This, by General Synod was a blow to distinctive deacons already 

ministering in the church.  Gill Kimber says that the Diaconal Association of the Church of 

England (DACE), which had been founded when women were first ordained deacon, began to 
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lose vision, purpose and adherents, and closed in 2017.  Gill began a DEACON blog, and then 

a Facebook page, a WhatsApp group and a Twitter feed.  When the Church of England 

refreshed its website, Gill wrote the script for the section of the ministry and vocations page 

concerning distinctive deacons.  In 2018 seventeen deacons were ordained in York Diocese, 

following an initiative by Archbishop Sentamu and Deacon Liz Carrington, and in the same 

year the first national conference for distinctive deacons was held, endorsed by both the 

Archbishops, and attended by a Ministry Division representative.  Gill has gathered an active 

and enthusiastic team, and the support of several bishops.  Regional groups are being rolled 

out, and the number of people discerning a vocation to the distinctive diaconate is on the rise.  

It is hoped to persuade the House of Bishops to take a unified stance in supporting distinctive 

deacons, rather than the piecemeal one of the past.  To access all this new and exciting 

information, and a lot more, visit https://deaconstories.wordpress.com  

 

Further reading 

Barnett, J. M. (1979): The Diaconate: A Full and Equal Order (Valley Forge: Trinity Press 

International). 

 

Blackmore, H. (2007): The Beginning of Women’s Ministry:  The Revival of the Deaconess in 

the Nineteenth Century Church of England (Woodbridge: Boydell). 

 

Brown, R (2017): ‘Expanding the Theological Foundation of the Deacon’s Ministry,’ 

Ecclesiology 13, 197-223 

 

Collins, J. N. (2002): Deacons and the Church: Making connections between old and new 

(Leominster: Gracewing).   
  

Diocese of Salisbury (2003): The Distinctive Diaconate. (Salisbury: Sarum College Press). 

 

Kimber, G. (2015): ‘A Potted History of the Diaconate.’  Available at: 

http://exeter.anglican.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/A-potted-history-of-the-Diaconate.pdf  

 

Young, F. (2015): Inferior Office? A History of Deacons in the Church of England 

(Cambridge: James Clark & Co). 

 

Questions for reflection 

1 How does John Collins’ reading of Acts 6.1-4, and his assertion that all the 

baptised are called to a ministry of service, while deacons are commissioned for a 

particular ministry, affect your understanding of your own vocation? 

 

2 Given the major issues that are faced by societies in the modern world, what might 

a flourishing distinctive diaconate bring to missional ministry, which is not already 

there?  

https://deaconstories.wordpress.com/
https://deaconstories.wordpress.com/
https://deaconstories.wordpress.com/
http://exeter.anglican.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/A-potted-history-of-the-Diaconate.pdf
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2  What does the ministry of a distinctive deacon 

look like? 

The central description of the role of an ordained minister in the Church of England is to be 

found in the Ordinal for each order.  The ministry of a deacon, as found in the most recent 

Ordinal - the Common Worship Ordinal (2007), is described in this way: 

To serve this royal priesthood, God has given various kinds of ministries.  Deacons 

are ordained so that the people of God may be better equipped to make Christ 

known.  Theirs is a life of visible self-giving.  Christ is the pattern of their calling 

and commission; as he washed the feet of his disciples, so they must wash the feet 

of others.  

 

Deacons are called to work with the Bishop and the priests with whom they serve 

as heralds of Christ's kingdom. They are to proclaim the gospel in word and deed, 

as agents of God's purposes of love. They are to serve the community in which they 

are set, bringing to the Church the needs and hopes of all the people. They are to 

work with their fellow members in searching out the poor and weak, the sick and 

lonely and those who are oppressed and powerless, reaching into the forgotten 

corners of the world, that the love of God may be made visible. 

Deacons share in the pastoral ministry of the Church and in leading God's people in 

worship. They preach the word and bring the needs of the world before the Church 

in intercession. They accompany those searching for faith and bring them to 

baptism. They assist in administering the sacraments; they distribute communion 

and minister to the sick and housebound. 

Deacons are to seek nourishment from the Scriptures; they are to study them with 

God's people, that the whole Church may be equipped to live out the gospel in the 

world. They are to be faithful in prayer, expectant and watchful for the signs of 

God's presence, as he reveals his kingdom among us (CHP 2007, 10, 15).   

 

It can be seen that the role of deacons within the Church of England, as set out in the Ordinal, 

is multi-faceted, and this is reflected in the descriptions given by distinctive deacons of the 

ministries which they inhabit.  The Ordinal describes a ministry which is collegial, and 

exercised on the peripheries of the Church community.  Deacons are called to work with 

episcopal and priestly colleagues to be heralds of Christ’s kingdom. The duty to share in the 
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proclamation of the Gospel, to preach and to care for the poor and outcast is shared by all 

three orders.  

 

Comparing the ordinals for the three orders of ministers, it can be seen that the priest and the 

bishop are both called to be shepherds of the people of Christ, serving them and caring for 

them.  They are ministers of word and sacrament, although the bishop is the principal minister 

and she or he alone can confirm or ordain.  They have oversight of the church and they have a 

disciplinary role.  Those who have strayed and return are offered the opportunity for 

confession and absolution by bishop or priest.  Bishop and priest discern and foster the gifts 

of the Holy Spirit, and the bishop commissions the followers of Christ to minister in his name. 

Bishops and priests, then, are ordained to a ministry in which oversight of the Church 

community and administration of the sacraments predominates.  

 

Deacons, by comparison, are called to a ministry which has greater connection with the 

outward mission of the Church, and the people of God beyond the Church community.  It is a 

ministry of visible self-giving, which acts as a pattern for the discipleship and mission of the 

whole people of God.  It is a ministry which equips God’s people, so that they too can live out 

the Gospel.  Deacons are to proclaim the Gospel in deed as well as word.   

 

The Church of England has taken notice of the work of John Collins in its current ordinal, 

where references to inferiority, humility and being a helper to the priest, present in previous 

ordinals, have been dropped, and the concept of the deacon as an envoy, as one carrying out a 

commission, is clearly reflected – Christ is the pattern of their calling and commission …  

They are to proclaim the Gospel in word and deed as agents of God’s purposes of love.  

Being an envoy of God and of the Church leads to an approach to ministry which is liberating.  

It allows distinctive deacons to see themselves in the bigger picture of ministry, to be more 

collegial with a variety of ministers in the way that they work, to respond to situations in new 

ways, and to be those who create opportunities for enabling and equipping people.  It is 

liberating in that it allows God to call people to minister in accordance with their skills, rather 

than in accordance with a pre-determined set of tasks.  This is reflected in the breadth of 

ministerial situations inhabited by distinctive deacons. 

 

I have deliberately based my description of the ministry of a distinctive deacon in the Church 

of England on the Ordinal blue-print.  For the purposes of exploration and comparison, I have 
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used five descriptions from the ordinal which encapsulate the five areas of the ministry of 

deacons, as the Ordinal visualises them:  

visible self-giving and service of the community;  

equipping the Church of God to make Christ known;  

exercising a pastoral ministry and working with those on the margins of society; 

inhabiting a liturgical role;  

and being prophetic.  

 

Deacons are to serve the community in which they are set.  Theirs is a life of visible self-

giving.  Christ is the pattern of their calling and their commission; as he washed the feet of 

his disciples, so they must wash the feet of others.  

The majority of distinctive deacons have no problem with the idea of visible self-giving.  

They see this to be a part of all 

Christian ministry and discipleship, 

both of which require an attitude of 

loving service.  But they also saw a 

clear distinction between service 

and servility. They feel that accepting the charism of self-

giving, where that is God’s commission, is not the same 

thing as tolerating being looked down upon or being 

made to feel inferior.  The Ordinal supports the understanding of the diaconate as a ministry 

of Christ-like service, and therefore, presumably, one to be respected, because it is undertaken 

in the name of Christ.  One of the students in training for the distinctive diaconate, whom I 

tutored, made the point that we don’t see Christ as inferior because he came to minister and 

give his life as a ransom, so why should a ministry of self-giving make a deacon inferior?   

 

Distinctive deacons articulate a deacon’s ministry which is wide ranging and powerful.  The 

mandate for this ministry comes from Christ.  Having Christ as the pattern for their calling is 

a strength and a liberation.  The words that were revealed to one of my deacons at the end of 

his vision of his calling to the 

diaconate were ‘represent Christ 

crucified.’  He saw this as the 

ultimate gesture of love, and his 

ministry therefore being about 

feeling God’s love within himself 

On Sunday morning I can be in the pulpit preaching, 

and on the next morning I can be on my knees, 

cleaning someone’s floor …  so, it’s quite a leveller.  

Hild 

You are not defined by tasks that you do, because 

there is nothing only deacons do …  I think as I have 

gone on in ministry there’s something diaconal about 

a sort of self-emptying and because you have to sort 

of give up yourself to the church in a very particular 

way because you’re not tied to tasks, that’s quite 

daunting.  Rita 

A deacon is not a slave.  Junia 
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and revealing it to others.  There is no conflict within the ministry of a deacon between self-

giving and agency, as long as the assumption is not made that the agency undertaken by 

distinctive deacons will necessarily be one that is servile.  As we have seen, the roles 

undertaken by the deacon in the Early Church carried with them a great deal of responsibility 

and authority.   

 

It is of note that the present ordinal uses the word commission for the ministry of deacons, and 

makes clear that this commission is 

in the pattern laid down by Jesus 

himself.  The ordinal further makes 

clear that the action with which 

deacons are specifically to identify is that of foot washing.  When Jesus washed the disciples’ 

feet before his crucifixion, he did so as an example of the nature of the leadership that they 

were required to take from him and 

show to others.  This was a bold and 

demanding action – sacrificial, 

challenging and compassionate.  In 

John 13.1, washing the disciples’ 

feet is described as showing the 

disciples the full extent of Jesus’ love.  The action makes them at one with Jesus.  In John 

13.12, he checks that they really understand their commission, to set an example of leadership 

that is prepared to be visibly self-giving.  Deacons are guided by a theology of the deacon as 

one who is commissioned and so has authority, and a calling to sacrificial ministry in the 

pattern of Christ. 

 

Self-giving is about challenging and enabling, not just supporting or comforting. Bishop 

Cuthbert (not his real name) said of the distinctive deacons in his diocese, that he found them, 

to his surprise, ‘less churchy, more feisty!’ than he expected to find them.  The concept of 

enabling others in their discipleship seems to be a core aspect of the modern distinctive 

diaconate, bringing together agency and self-giving.  Most deacons are not wedded to one 

particular theological expression of 

diaconate, and what they articulate 

is a role that is a fusion of 

commissioned envoy and one who 

patterns the sacrifice of Christ.  

Speaking about the painting ‘Jesus washing Peter’s 

feet’ by Sieger Koder: I could write a whole essay on 

the painting …  It is so purely diaconal – the face of 

Christ reflected in the bowl of dirty water.  Peter’s 

hands say a lot about yes and no.  The gentleness of 

the whole picture.  Rhoda 

Foot washing is self-evident as a symbol of Christian 

service for all the baptised, but is expressed 

sacramentally in ordination.  Sophia 

Themes of feet and footsteps have become obvious 

in my ministry and we walk in the footsteps of some 

amazing deacon role models, Francis and Laurence, 

to name but two.  Johanna 



16 
 

Because, historically, the diaconate has been associated with humility and inferiority, this is 

an image that is hard to slough off.  However, the responses from distinctive deacons suggest 

that they have a more robust understanding of self-giving.  They are committed to Christ as a 

pattern of sacrificial service without subservience; and accept the commission that they are 

given.  They are fulfilling what the Ordinal said, rather than what it is often assumed to say, 

which is that deacons are inferior to, and simply called to serve the other two orders. 

 

Deacons are to seek nourishment from the Scriptures; they are to study them with God’s 

people; that the whole church may be equipped to live out the gospel in the world. 

A distinctive deacon told me an anecdote about getting the congregation to act out the Gospel, 

as a newly appointed deaconess.  It was a serious anecdote, in that her training incumbent was 

so disquieted by this approach to liturgy that he asked for her to be moved to another post.  

Many distinctive deacons are engaged in activities that challenge the church.  Enabling and 

equipping for new possibilities, often 

involved changing the status quo.  

Distinctive deacons are involved in 

theological teaching, lay training, 

confirmation preparation, spiritual 

direction, discussion groups and 

prayer groups. All of these are 

activities to which the Scriptures are 

essential.  They speak about the 

importance of the diaconate to ministry outside the immediate church community.  They 

speak of the enabler as one who encourages others to engage with ministry outside the church, 

acting as an example and not just doing on their behalf.  The enabler can be the starter-up of 

projects, but, who, once they are established, moves on. 

 

One of the hallmarks of these activities is the sense of accompanying others on a journey of 

faith, rather than carrying them, or giving them a road map and leaving them to it.  This 

reflects a description given by 

Rosalind Brown: ‘To be a deacon… 

is to be caught up in ministry that is 

incarnational, rooted in place, in time, 

in life.  And it is the privilege of the 

deacon to be a catalyst for the 

Responding to a Reader who said that there was 

nothing she could do that he couldn’t: But the 

difference between you and me is that if you are 

doing, I won’t be.  (With spirit).  So, if there is 

something established and it’s running well, I won’t 

be doing it.  But if there is something that needs to 

be done, I see it as my role to see to that, and 

actually look for people to enable us to address it.  

Agnes 

I sometimes use the image of deacons being a bit like 

a post-it note on the church, about the baptismal call 

of all Christians, that we neglect; that sense of 

calling to diakonia and to serve and not be served, 

that all Christians need to be enabled with.  Rita 
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ministry of all the baptised’ (Brown 2005, 5).  The fact that the instruction to deacons in the 

Ordinal to equip God’s people to make Jesus and the Gospel known, is given twice within the 

same part of the liturgy, indicates that this is seen a key element of the diaconate.   

 

Deacons share in the pastoral ministry of the Church …  They work with their fellow 

members in searching out the poor and weak, the sick and lonely and those who are 

oppressed and powerless, reaching into the forgotten corners of the world, that the love of 

God may be made visible.  

 In the Ordinal two large areas of ministry – pastoral and liturgical – are put together in one 

sentence, Deacons share in the pastoral ministry of the Church and in leading God’s people 

in worship’.  It is a key tenet for 

many of distinctive deacons that 

what happens in the world informs 

what happens at the altar, and vice 

versa, and this is reflected in the 

section of the Ordinal about the liturgy.  These two areas of ministry are the most important 

for distinctive deacons, so I have chosen to examine them separately, while acknowledging 

their interdependence.  As church 

communities shrink, and social 

needs increase, more and more 

activities could be described as 

mission or outreach, as well as 

pastoral care. The majority of 

pastoral ministry undertaken by 

distinctive deacons takes place in 

the liminal places, where church and society/community/the secular met.   

 

The role of the distinctive deacon is often expressed, in the literature of that ministry, as that 

of envoy, go-between, doorkeeper, 

threshold or bridge; and these 

descriptions are used by distinctive 

deacons of themselves.  Junia 

speaks of being the one who draws 

people in, making it possible for 

them to cross the threshold, but then handing them on to other ministers with different roles 

Speaking of the painting, Peter and John running to 

the Sepulchre, by Eugene Burnard:  Studying each 

face in turn we see an intensity, a focus on their task 

at that moment in time.  They are both deep in 

thought and the inclination forwards of their bodies 

reminds me how, as deacons, we can never stand 

still, that we are pushing outwards and into new 

territory, to pastures new, to parts of society that are 

yet to hear the Word of God.  Mark 

When I applied for my chaplaincy post, I laid the job 

specification alongside the ordinal.  It was just 

amazing.  The two just mirrored each other.  I guess 

that’s what I do every day, you know, stand in the 

doorway of people’s lives; the doorway from life to 

death, the doorway of birth into life.  Rhoda 

Responding to the question, ‘where do you see 

yourself in church?  In the doorway, helping people 

to come in, helping people go out, and trying to make 

the door as wide as possible, and the threshold as 

open as possible.  Julian 



18 
 

and skills in the church community.  Many distinctive deacons work in chaplaincy.  They 

articulate a strong sense that this ministry mirrors very closely what they feel the ministry of 

the distinctive deacon to be.   

 

But chaplaincy is just one place where distinctive deacons can make the love of God visible.  

Almost every distinctive deacon is involved in some area of ministry among the poor, weak, 

sick, lonely, oppressed or powerless.  As well as peri-natal, geriatric and end of life 

chaplaincies, they offer healing 

ministry, support for the lonely and 

those living alone, bereavement 

counselling for children in criminal 

situations, support for transient and 

‘just about managing’ families, and 

those who lack hope and aspiration, 

and campaigning with and for 

refugees.  The majority of distinctive deacons have come into ministry from other professions 

where they have developed skills in 

pastoral care, often in challenging 

social situations, as nurses, teachers, 

social workers or police officers.  

Some develop strong links with 

their local Churches Together 

groups.  Through this link, they are 

involved in outreach activities, such as preparing welcome boxes for refugees.  They feel that 

it is important that as minsters they are seen to be guiding projects, as envoys from the church 

into the community.   

 

Sharing all aspects of outreach with other ministers, lay and ordained, in the pastoral and 

missional ministry of the church is of the greatest importance to distinctive deacons.  There is 

very little sense that this is a 

ministry exclusive to distinctive 

deacons, but rather that distinctive 

deacons should be on the cutting 

edge of this ministry, where it does 

indeed reach ‘into the forgotten corners of the world.’  One distinctive deacon describes 

Speaking of the different people with whom she 

interacts in her chaplaincy role: Someone who is 

actually in prison …  Talking to the policeman who is 

actually handcuffed to that patient.  Someone who is 

mentally ill.  An elderly lady who has dementia.  

Someone who has just lost a baby.  It’s all there, it’s 

all on that fringe.  Phoebe 

I actually find that although people outside of the 

church or on the fringe haven’t heard of deacons, 

they actually will understand sometimes better what 

it is, because as far as most people are concerned, 

deacons are actually doing the wort of thing that 

they think Christians should be doing; that sort of 

being on the fringes … and turning the tables.  Rita 

Because we are genuinely interested in people and 

improving the area and want to be part of that 

overall desire to make life better and deal with social 

issues.  Mark 
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himself as the ears and eyes of the incumbent within the wider community.  The distinctive 

diaconate is by its nature a collaborative ministry, and most deacons work with incumbents, 

Readers, lay ministers, and occasionally, with other deacons.  Some are part of large parish 

ministry teams, where they often work with transitional deacons. Those who have some 

chaplaincy role work as part of a 

chaplaincy team, often with lay and 

ordained members, from across the 

denominations and other religions.  I 

think that it is a vital and positive shift 

in the language of the ordinal, from 

the idea that the deacon assists the priest, to the idea that the deacon is one of a team, in which 

different ministries bring different qualities to the imperatives of pastoral care, worship and 

mission – they work with their fellow members.  Distinctive deacons work with a variety of 

lay colleagues, many of whom are outside the structures of the church, and some of whom are 

not Christian.  Those who work in 

hospital or hospice chaplaincy 

teams, work within lay structures 

set up for health professionals.  

Christina considered it to be an important part of her chaplaincy to support the hospital staff.  

She says that she exercised ministry in a way different to her priest colleagues.  She worked 

with the nursing staff on a ward to solve dysfunctional relationships or build team identity.  

Lay collegiality encompasses much wider and more challenging relationships than might at 

first seem to be the case.  The term ‘lay colleagues’ is often confined to authorised or licenced 

lay ministers, but for those in the distinctive diaconate, possibly enabling social projects, there 

is a range of lay agencies and volunteers who are part of the picture.   

 

Deacons share … in leading God’s people in worship.  They preach the word and bring the 

needs of the world before the church in intercession.  They accompany those searching for 

faith and bring them to baptism.  They assist in the administering of the sacraments; they 

distribute communion and minister to the sick and housebound.  

The bridge analogy of the role of 

the distinctive deacon carries on 

into the exploration of the role of 

the distinctive diaconate in liturgy 

and worship.  It is a role that is 

Just as in the liturgy the deacon stands at the right 

hand of the bishop, I’m very much in that role in 

what I am doing in the diocese here …  It’s very 

much the bishop’s authority that I share in, so I 

think I do inhabit my role in a very diaconal way.  

Rita 

I tended to do a lot more in terms of the training 

and the staff support and the bigger picture stuff 

than they [the priests] perhaps did.  Christina 

I love this dismissing – go in peace to love and serve 

the Lord …  All that about trying to enable discipleship 

for people out of church, so the liturgy after the 

liturgy, that’s what they describe diakonia as, don’t 

they?  (with enthusiasm).  Julian 
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complementary to that of the priest.  The priest makes the offering of communion, of 

absolution, and of blessing; and the deacon helps people to receive them.  Traditionally, the 

deacon has undertaken the roles within the communion service that make a bridge between 

the sacramental activity of the priest 

at the altar, and the worship of the 

laity: preaching, leading the 

intercessions, preparing and 

clearing the altar, and offering 

instructions: Let us offer one another a sign of peace; Let us proclaim the mystery of faith; Go 

in peace to love and serve the Lord.  Jennifer Swinbank, a distinctive deacon, described the 

connection between the liturgical and pastoral aspects of her ministry in this way: 

My sense of being called to serve my local community is made complete by a 

reciprocal liturgical ministry, in which we bring the world to Christ, and Christ to the 

world…  The deacon’s invitation to reconciliation and peace, the proclamation of the 

Good News… all mirror the vocation into which each one of us is sent out, a calling to 

love and serve the Lord in the communities in which we are set. (Deaconstories) 

 

It has also traditionally been the duty of the deacon to take the sacrament out to those who 

cannot come to church to receive 

communion, the sick and 

housebound.  That the liturgical and 

pastoral are incomplete without 

each other is seen as, and shown to 

be, central to the ministry of a 

distinctive deacon. 

 

The role of the deacon at the communion encompasses the actions that enable the people of 

God to draw near to God, who is shown to be present in the actions of the priest or bishop.  

This includes giving practical 

instructions to the congregation, 

reading the Gospel, preaching in 

order to enrich the understanding of 

that Gospel, leading the prayers of 

the people, preparing the communion vessels at the altar and clearing the altar after 

communion, and administering the bread or the wine.  I say ‘encompasses’ because there are 

You are serving the priest, you are serving the people, 

because the deacon’s role that you take in the liturgy 

is very much an invitation to the people to join in.  

Sophia 

On a coffee table covered in tabloids and celeb 

magazines, on a bedside table covered in medication 

or on a small garden table surrounded by overgrown 

plants …  The ordinary table becomes an altar …  An 

ordinary visit becomes a time for the extraordinary to 

be imagined and embodied …  It’s a privilege to 

preside in forgotten corners – let us never be too busy 

for home communions.  Julian 

To me it is absolutely essential that I have a liturgical 

base and role, and it’s out of the ministry at the altar 

that the ministry to the community flows, and back 

again.  Christina 
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different traditions of using a deacon in the communion liturgy.  Some deacons preach 

regularly, some rarely; some 

deacons lead the prayers of the 

people, while in other congregations 

that is undertaken mainly by 

members of the laity; administration 

of the chalice may also be shared with other ministers.   

 

While, strictly speaking, if there is a deacon participating in a communion service, the 

liturgical role of the deacon should be theirs, in practice, that role is sometimes shared with 

other ministers. Because there are relatively few distinctive deacons in the Church of England, 

it has often been the practice for 

Readers, lay ministers or priests to 

fulfil the liturgical role of the 

deacon.  But the deacon’s role 

belongs to the deacon, and that 

should be respected, and it should be the deacon’s choice to share the role, if they so choose, 

for whatever reason. The sharing of the liturgical role with permission and respect may be 

good collegial practice.  But where deacons are disenfranchised of their liturgical role without 

their consent, then their role as bridge between the altar and the world is compromised, and so 

is their relationship with their colleagues.   

 

Because the distinctive diaconate as we have it today in the Church of England owes much to 

the high church manifestation of the Church in the mid-nineteenth century, the liturgical role 

of the deacon is expressed most 

clearly in the communion service.  

However, there is a vital discussion 

yet to be developed about the role 

of the distinctive diaconate across 

the breadth of the tradition of the Church of England, and to examine what it might look like 

in churches which are less sacramental and more evangelical.  A debate recorded in the 

Church Times in January 2017 shows that there is a growing interest in the distinctive 

diaconate within the evangelical wing of the Church of England, and a distinctive diaconate 

which was represented within the breadth of tradition in the Church of England would make 

this ministry more accessible. While the connection with the worshipping life of the Church 

About getting used to the deacon’s role at the altar 

in an Anglo-Catholic setting:  I often say that it’s 

worse than Strictly Come Dancing! (with laughter).  

Hild 

The Readers, when they preach, they deacon.  

Otherwise, I deacon, and I think if I marched in and 

said, so, I should deacon every week, that would be 

difficult, and insensitive, and I don’t mind.  Julian 

Because our parish, let me explain, is very staunchly 

Anglo-Catholic, even though I am not.  So, I am sort 

of in the wrong place, but there we are! (with 

resignation).  Mark  
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might look different, because the worship is focussed more on Word and less on sacrament, 

there is a strong tradition of pastoral, missional and prophetic ministry which reflects both the 

deacon’s ordinal, and the Five Marks of Mission, which emerged at the 1984 Anglican 

Consultative Council.  These are: 

To proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom; to teach, baptize, and nurture new 

believers; to respond to human need by loving service; to transform unjust structures 

of society, to challenge violence of every kind and pursue peace and reconciliation; 

and to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew the life of the 

earth.  

They are deeply rooted in the evangelical wing of the Anglican Communion (Zink 2017, 

162). They could, therefore, offer a theological basis for the ministry of deacons within that 

tradition. The practice of the Methodist Church, with a strong tradition of a distinctive 

diaconate could also be a valuable resource for good practice in this area.  While distinctive 

deacons can, and do, lead many different types of worship, it is when the church community 

gathers together for its main Sunday act of worship, that the role of the deacon is most 

pronounced.  Regardless of tradition, all worship contains certain elements – welcome, 

teaching, communal prayer, fellowship and sending out.  This worship does not have to be a 

communion for the deacon to be an essential part of it, and make the link between worship 

and the community in which it is set.   

 

Although the ordinal describes deacons as assisting in the administration of the sacraments, 

the relationship between the 

sacraments and a deacon’s ministry 

is quite a grey area. In the 

Alternative Service Book Ordinal 

(1980) deacons were permitted to 

baptise when required to 

do so. This situation has been 

allowed to continue in some places, and there is a range of 

practices among distinctive deacons when it comes to baptisms, weddings, and celebrating 

communion from the reserved sacrament, absolving, blessing and anointing.  There are 

several factors that come into pay, to contribute to the variety of practice.  A church’s 

tradition may affect how rigorously 

the connection between priestly 

ministry and sacraments is observed.   

Speaking about the use of lay people in liminal 

ministries rather than deacons:  What there isn’t, of 

course, is any way of creating the liturgical 

connections that I would love to see.  If some of the 

people in these [pastoral care] agencies were 

deacons, that’s what I would like to see, and that is 

the loss.  Bishop Anselm 

I wouldn’t have done weddings necessarily as the 

norm, because you can’t give nuptial blessings.  

Rita  
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That the majority of deacons are transitional, and will be priested and exercising a 

sacramental ministry in a year’s time, may make the issue seem less important.  Moreover, it 

is convenient to have colleagues who can share in the workload of occasional offices.  

Practice varies from those deacons 

who never preside at sacramental 

services; through those who do, but 

only with priestly involvement; to 

those who take the whole service, 

including the blessings.  Some 

deacons feel uncomfortable giving any form of blessing, seeing that as a priestly role.   They 

value the collaboration between 

priest and deacon, where the deacon 

acts as the doorkeeper, enabling 

people to cross the threshold safely, 

and with confidence; while the 

priest offers the sacrament. 

 

However, some distinctive deacons are in posts where a fuller sacramental role is expected. In 

these situations, the ordinal appears to be interpreted in a more relaxed way; or the tradition 

that has arisen from the 1980 

ordinal is seen as taking 

precedence; or episcopal permission 

is sought to allow a sacramental 

action by a deacon.  This is a big 

variation in practice.  Does it have implications for church order?  Does a sacramental role for 

distinctive deacons causing a blurring of the meeting point of diaconate and priesthood?  

Maybe in a ministry which is based on agency rather than specific tasks it is not an issue?  

Maybe the variety of relationships among distinctive deacons to sacramental ministry 

reinforces the concept of diaconate as 

commission, where the commission 

can vary the parameters of the ministry 

undertaken?  I pose these questions because there appear to be no cut and dried answers. 

 

There is something about being between the priest 

and the people, so I would see it as incredibly 

appropriate for me to be the person that’s visited the 

family, and helped them to put the service together, 

and then would go and visit them afterwards … and 

keep in touch, but I think it’s also that thing about 

collaboration.  Julian 

On giving absolution as a hospital chaplain:  If there 

was a case for an informal absolution … there were 

certainly ways around that, and I never felt that God 

was, in his great goodness, looking down and 

wagging a finger and saying, you can’t give 

absolution because you are only a deacon.  Brigid 

I think there is some sort of question about whether 

we should really do weddings because of the 

blessing.  But stick ‘may’ in front of it and wrap the 

stole round and …  Johanna 

They say, why don’t you want to be a priest?  

What are you scared of?  Julian 
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Maybe this highlights the need for the Church of England to help the distinctive diaconate to 

be seen as a valid and complete order, and to stop trying to shoe-horn distinctive deacons into 

quasi-priestly ministries.  The Church of England may be short of priests, but its need for 

distinctive deacons is far more 

pressing, and neither is solved by 

trying to turn one into the other.  I 

have yet to meet a distinctive 

deacon who was not, at some point 

in their ministry, either been asked to consider priestly orders, or been asked why they had not 

done so, in terms that suggest that they had chosen second best, or had failed to do ‘the right 

thing’.  If the dioceses of the Church of England are haphazard in their offering of the 

distinctive diaconate, and in their 

discernment practices; they are 

almost unanimous in their wish to 

promote priestly ministry as the 

default ordained ministry.  In a 

church which has espoused eucharistic-centred worship to such a large extent, there is often 

just plain puzzlement as to why someone would go through the whole discernment and 

training process and not ‘complete the job’, as it were.  It shows no understanding of the 

positive ministry of distinctive deacons, or the fact that celebrating communion is just one 

small part of ministry, and that able ministers to undertake missional and caritative 

commissions on the edges of the church might be even more necessary at this present time.   

 

This ‘half a priest’ view of the distinctive diaconate is a misunderstanding that is the 

consequence of centuries of a 

transitional diaconate.  It assumes 

that being a member of the 

diaconate cannot be an end in itself, 

and that there is no specific and 

enduring ministry which is 

embodied in the diaconate.  And 

this is the misunderstanding that continues to devalue and undermine the distinctive 

diaconate.  This misunderstanding needs to be corrected by a clear understanding of what the 

distinctive diaconate really is.  Not being priested saves distinctive deacons from the 

distraction of being asked to undertake ministry that properly belongs to priesthood. 

What!  Permanent deacon?  You know, you get that 

scrunched up face looking at you!  Why?  You know 

in that moment – you think, they just don’t get it, and 

they just don’t understand why I do it, and that is sad.  

Mark 

Recounting a conversation where the DDO had said 

to her training incumbent:  I expect you to change her 

mind.  Her response: Bloody arrogance, but that is 

what they do, unfortunately!  Christina 

When I went to see the bishop before my Bishops’ 

Advisory Panel, he said, I know you’ve told people 

lots of times before, but I want to hear it from the 

horse’s mouth – why deacon, why not a priest? She 

felt this was not just a question of interest, but a 

criticism.  Sophia 
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There are two liturgical responsibilities which distinctive deacons very often undertake, feel 

to be very important, and are not controversial.  These are ‘home’ communions, and funerals.  

The majority of distinctive deacons 

are involved in taking communion 

to people in their homes or in care 

homes. They all feel that this 

ministry falls clearly within the 

traditional diaconal role.  Taking 

funerals is also felt to be a natural and important conclusion to ministry to the dying and the 

bereaved, in parish ministry, and in hospital and hospice chaplaincies.    

 

The role of a distinctive deacon in preaching and leading non-Eucharistic worship is governed 

by commission.  In one situation, enabling and setting a pattern for the church community, 

and as a means of mission, might 

involve regular preaching and 

leading, or assisting in the planning 

of, services of the Word, family 

worship, Messy Church, or a Fresh 

Expression of Church.  But in another situation, it might involve none of those things.  The 

nature of a deacon’s ministry will also be shaped by the gifts that they have.  For example, 

musicians may find music a useful way to further mission or pastoral care, likewise teachers 

will bring particular gifts to mission.  

 

They are to be faithful in prayer, expectant and watchful for the signs of God’s presence as he 

reveals his kingdom among us.  

Many of distinctive deacons speak of the importance of their faith, their prayer life, and their 

sense of the presence of God.  Some of them speak about the role of prophecy as part of a 

deacon’s ministry.  They also feel 

that they are being called to be more 

than watchful of the signs.  They 

feel that they that it is part of their ministry to then speak out about what they are discerning.  

One distinctive deacon describes the prophetic role as speaking out.  Her definition of a 

prophet is one who listens to God, sees the world through God’s eyes, and speaks God’s word 

to the world.  The prophetic is intrinsic to being the bridge or the threshold: the love of Christ 

On taking the funerals of those who had died at the 

hospice where she worked:  They used to laugh at 

me in the hospice, because I was always popping up 

here to the crematorium, but I found that a fantastic 

way of reaching out to people who hadn’t darkened 

the door of the church for ages.  Brigid  

You’ve got to try and reach everybody.  And even if it 

is only a family service and you’ve geared it towards 

the kids, there’s still going to be something there, 

that the other people can say, yeh, that’s something 

quite simple, but I hadn’t thought of that.  Hild 

Deacon ministry is transformational, prophetic and 

renewing.  Agnes 
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is taken out from the church community to the wider community through mission and 

outreach, and the needs of the wider community are brought into the church community.  The 

way in which these needs are presented to the ecclesial community could also be prophetic, 

showing that God challenges his church through his world.  If seen in this way, then every 

time a distinctive deacon confronts the church community with an issue in the wider 

community, they are being prophetic, be it encouraging others to assemble boxes for refugees; 

seeking ways to break down the barriers between two congregations worshipping in the same 

church; chairing a discussion group; 

or being able to say things to a 

hospital senior management team 

that others cannot.  Distinctive 

deacons, alongside other ministers, 

are undertaking a pastoral ministry which has strong social, moral and theological 

implications. Some areas of this include youth bereavement counselling in challenging social 

conditions, experience of working in media, end of life care, issues in education, and 

challenges in work place 

relationships.  The challenge for 

them is to be the bridge between 

what is being revealed about God’s 

kingdom in this ministry, and what 

is being presented to the church community through preaching or discussion.    

 

Conclusion 

The voices of distinctive deacons tell the story of a ministry which is at once fulfilling and 

frustrating.  When speaking of fulfilment, they speak of the privilege of enabling the 

discipleship and ministry of others.  They describe a ministry which is about having the 

confidence to push the boundaries and take the love of God into new situations.  They share 

their satisfaction in being door-keepers, and helping people to make difficult transitions in 

their lives.  They speak of the positive challenge of connecting with those on the edges of 

society, meeting their needs, dealing with social issues, and making community links.  Many 

of them describe the importance of being able to express their ministry within the Eucharistic 

liturgy, and being humbled, yet empowered by inhabiting the role of the liturgical deacon.  

None of the deacons describe a purely task-oriented ministry, and there is no one set of tasks 

that is common to all distinctive deacons.  As the Church of England moves forward in its 

understanding and discernment of the ministry of distinctive deacons the fulfilment will 

The deacon is the sign of the coming reign of God, 

when all things will be turned upside down, and those 

who think they’re great won’t be and all this kind of 

thing.  Catherine 

I was often at refugee rallies, and I would often be 

asked to speak, and I thought, actually I might as well 

have a dog collar and be representing and visibly 

church.  Julian 
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outweigh the frustrations, and both the distinctive diaconate and the Church of England will 

benefit. 

 

Further reading: 

Archbishops’ Council 2007, The (2007): Common Worship Ordination Services Study Edition 

(London: Church House Publishing). 

 

Brown, R. (2005): Being a Deacon Today (Norwich: Canterbury Press). 
 

Foster, J. ‘An Altar in the Ordinary.’ Available at: 

https://deaconstories.wordpress.com/2015/08/23/an-altar-in-the-ordinary/. 

and many other stories and viewpoints by distinctive deacons 

 

Kimber, G (2019): Deacon by design: The ups and downs of an Anglican Deacon (Worthing: 

Verite CM). 

Zink, Jesse (2017): “Five Marks of Mission: History, Theology, Critique” in Journal of 

Anglican Studies 15 (2): 144-166. 

Questions for reflection 

 

1 If the Five Marks of Mission are key pointers to the nature of Christian 

discipleship, what should be the role of distinctive deacons in enabling this 

discipleship to be fulfilled? 

 

2 Do the grey areas of the sacramental ministry of distinctive deacons need to be 

resolved? 

 

 

  

https://deaconstories.wordpress.com/2015/08/23/an-altar-in-the-ordinary/
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3 Working with other ministries 

 

Lay colleagues 

Many of the areas of ministry described by distinctive deacons take place at the interface 

between church and the 

community, and so it is not 

surprising that there are many 

instances where they are working 

with lay leaders and lay 

organisations.  Agnes worked with 

her local school helping it to be an 

institution that could offer support, 

protection and stability to the most 

vulnerable in a very transient 

community.  In a previous diocese, 

she had been involved in a project to give people life-changing skills.  Later she became a Lay 

Training Officer, and was very clear that her role was enabling and not just teaching. 

 

Mark maintains a role as a teaching assistant in a special school, two days a week, but he also 

has strong links with the primary school in the parish.  Lydia had become part of a team of lay 

people delivering Open the Book, (a project set up by the Bible Society to bring Bible stories 

into schools in an accessible and engaging way) in one of the church schools in her benefice.  

For Lydia, it was very important to ensure that she was not taking over a role that a lay person 

was already doing. Lydia’s 

interest in children’s work came 

about unexpectedly in her first 

post. This set the pattern of a 

ministry where she has spent a 

large part of her time working with lay teams.  Johanna, whose background was in residential 

children’s work, at one stage in her ministry ran a bereavement service for children.  Her 

experience of working with a lay team in this situation reveals the need for matching skills to 

task, and training and preparing colleagues for the role that they are being asked to undertake.  

These areas of lay collegiality highlight the seriousness and challenging nature of the ministry 

exercised by many distinctive deacons.  They truly are envoys into difficult situations.  The 

enabling role is also a key part of the ministry of these distinctive deacons.   It is also a key 

What we got funding for … was to provide training 

for local people.  So, one of the principles of our 

project was that it would be staffed by local people.  

We trained over a hundred professionals from 

nothing, and it’s still running twenty-five years on.  

Agnes 

Having checked that nobody was being pushed out 

because of my presence, I agreed to do [Open the 

Book] and it was really very powerful, and that was a 

really good ministry.  Lydia 

That is key to me, really, to not talk to people and 

teach them, but to enable them, because the course 

was for facilitators, and you facilitated them to 

become facilitators.  Agnes 
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skill in the future ministry of a church which is reaching out into communities and needs 

skilled and guided lay teams to activate this mission. 

 

Bishop colleagues 

Just the fact that so many dioceses in the Church of England do not have distinctive deacons 

shows that this ancient connection 

between bishop and deacon has 

been lost, and only re-established in 

a piecemeal way.  There is a clear 

fault line between those deacons 

who speak of a good relationship 

with bishops; and those who see bishops as distant authority figures, with the power to affect 

their ministries in a major and 

potentially adverse way.  In 

between are deacons who simply 

recorded the encounters that they 

had with bishops at the point of 

their discernment, but had had no 

further interaction with them.  Few 

distinctive deacons experience some 

aspect of the collegial relationship with bishops, after the style of the Early Church.  

Distinctive deacons feel that this is a relationship which is missing in the contemporary 

church.  Although there are deacons 

who are Bishops’ Chaplains, 

overall, very few distinctive 

deacons have diocesan roles where 

they work alongside a bishop.   

 

For most distinctive deacons, direct 

interaction with a bishop revolves 

around being asked to be the 

liturgical deacon at significant 

services, such as Chrism Masses, 

ordinations, enthronements and consecrations.  Junia is called on to act as liturgical deacon 

for high profile services on a regular basis; she describes a respectful, but relaxed relationship 

I believe that when we have a bishop celebrating, 

there a deacon should be.  Because without a 

liturgical deacon you don’t have anything to start 

with to get people to understand what a deacon does 

or why the deacon’s there.  Hild 

The other thing that’s definitely missing from my 

theological understanding is the episcopal 

connection.  In the beginning the deacons were there, 

helping the bishops … but I don’t see it in my own 

experience.  I have not had any connection with any 

of the three bishops around here, and I think that 

there is a key relationship there which is being 

missed.  Prochorus 

We got a letter asking us to be his [the bishop’s] 

Deacons of Honour …  So, Stephen and I walked into 

the cathedral and there’s this big dais with three 

thrones on it … and I said, you can have the one on 

the left and I’ll have the one on the right, you see.  We 

were laughing and joking.  [The Precentor] he’s 

saying, who are the Deacons of Honour?  And then 

he points to Stephen and me and says …  You two will 

be with the bishop from before the service to after 

the service and you will not leave his side.  You will sit 

there – exactly the two seats I said we were having!  

(told with glee).  Junia 
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between herself and the bishops of her diocese.  However, distinctive deacons do not wish 

just to be wheeled in for specific liturgical occasions, and not valued on a day-to-day basis. 

 

Priest colleagues 

The majority of the data that I have collected concerning collegial relationships for distinctive 

deacons revolves around priest 

colleagues. This not surprising, 

given that there are approximately 

12,000 priests, stipendiary and non-

stipendiary, in the Church of 

England, with another 6,000 with permission to officiate.  Many deacons comment on the 

need for collaboration between priests and deacons, and how at best their roles are 

complementary. Most distinctive deacons experience a working situation where this is the 

case; with shared roles that are mutually supportive.   However, it can be difficult for parish 

priests who have never worked with 

a distinctive deacon before, and may 

have no real knowledge or 

understanding of the distinctive 

diaconate.  The onus is often on the 

distinctive deacon, taking up a post 

in a parish, to train their colleagues!  

The Church of England talks a lot 

about collaborative ministry, but still does not really train priests to exercise it.  Many 

parishes are still wedded to the notion of the ‘Vicar’ who oversees, and often undertakes, all 

forms of ministry.  But, as the number of distinctive deacons increases, so should their profile, 

and the ability of priest colleagues to appreciate their ministry, and use it to its full potential. 

 

Deacon colleagues 

Because of the small number of distinctive deacons in the Church of England, they tend to be 

working alone or in teams that do 

not include another distinctive 

deacon.  Having another distinctive 

deacon as a close working colleague 

is quite rare.  Some dioceses have forums, where their distinctive deacons can meet together. 

Towards the end of the curacy, we had another 

curate who came after me, and was priested, and we 

worked very collaboratively together, but we had 

quite different roles.  Rita 

I was serving my curacy … working alongside this 

excellent priest …  We became a good double act, 

because he was the kind of strategist and 

understood, held the vision really, for the parish, but 

because I had my eyes nearest to the ground I could 

tell whether that would worked and how to go about 

it, so we here a terrific complementarity together.  

Christina 

Speaking about a day conference for distinctive 

deacons:  It was such a relief, not to be explaining or 

trying to fit in and actually just to be with other 

deacons.  Julian 
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Dioceses with the biggest groups tend to have meetings of deacons on a regular basis.  York 

Diocese has two conferences each year, a day conference and a residential conference.  These 

meetings are felt to be, in the main, 

useful and supportive.  However, 

with deacons spread so thinly across 

the churches, it is often quite a 

challenge, in terms of people’s availability and geographical distances, to set up meetings.  

Some distinctive deacons build relationships with one or two other distinctive deacons nearby 

and meet in these smaller groups.  Conferences and courses can provide companionship, 

especially to those who are the only deacon in their diocese, or one of a very small group.  

With small numbers of distinctive deacons spread out across the Provinces of Canterbury and 

York, developing these wider links is important, and the building up of a distinctive deacon 

‘forum’ within a diocese is an attractive and useful support mechanism.  As we have seen 

already some good wider networks are now developing, through blogs, Facebook and 

WhatsApp, that allow distinctive deacons to be in contact with each other, share ideas and 

support, and to advertise events such as conferences.  Distinctive deacons are highly 

supportive of one another.  I have attended a good number of meetings, small and large, and I 

have not yet attended one that did not radiate warmth, support, energy, humour and a deep 

spirituality. 

 

Reader colleagues 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Readership for men, and the Deaconess Order for women were 

chosen as much for social and political reasons as for reasons of theology or ecclesiology.  

This fudging of ministries has led to 

a confusion of roles, because 

Reader ministry expanded rapidly, 

and eventually admitted women.  In 

the absence of a strong and 

supported distinctive diaconate, 

Reader ministry has stepped into the 

deacon gap, and needed to cover many of the areas that should have been served by a 

distinctive diaconate.  Readers were originally licensed to participate in services of the Word, 

and to undertake Christian teaching.  It was the ministry of the Deaconess Order which more 

closely prefigured the modern understanding the nature of the distinctive diaconate.  Over 

time both ministries have come to share a wide range of activity.  In order for the distinctive 

We try to meet together as a diocesan group of 

deacons when we can.  So, there are a number of us 

who meet up and support each other.  Rhoda 

A priest focuses perhaps on the people in the church.  

A deacon would be in the community.  A Reader is a 

preaching and teaching ministry.  But having said 

that we have a Reader-in-Training who is being 

licenced next month … and he is very drawn to 

pastoral ministry as well, so that is going to be very 

interesting to see how that works out for him.  Sophia 
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diaconate to thrive, it is necessary for both ministries to accept that they have a shared future 

ministry.  Distinctive deacons accept that there needs to be some give and take at a parish 

level, when it comes to working 

collegially. The Church of England 

needs, and has room for, both 

Readers and distinctive deacons.   

 

There have been some successful attempts in recent years to encourage some Readers to 

explore a calling to the distinctive 

diaconate.  This could be seen as an 

attempt by the diaconate to ‘poach’ 

ministers from another order, but 

rather it is an attempt to create 

balance in dioceses where, 

previously there have been no 

distinctive deacons and the profile 

of the distinctive diaconate is 

being raised.  In these 

situations, there has been a 

recognition that some people 

may have become Readers by 

default, even when they felt 

that they were not in the right ministry, partly because the distinctive diaconate was not 

offered as a possibility.  This truth of this is borne out by the experiences of distinctive 

deacons who were formerly 

Readers.  However, the majority of 

Readers know that they are in 

exactly the right ministry.  They 

feel a strong call to a lay ministry, 

which is well trained, resourced and respected.  And they are happy to work with 

distinctive deacons in a mature and collaborative way. 

 

 

 

 

I think there should be more of us [distinctive 

deacons], to be quite honest.  I think it’s a role that 

the church lost years and years ago, and tried to fill 

with Readers, and it’s not the same thing and that’s 

such a shame, because I think there are a lot of 

people out there for whom Reader ministry is not 

right.  I am not saying it’s not good enough, it’s a 

different role altogether.  Junia 

Well, there is the old issue about Readers and 

deacons and what’s the difference, and I think the 

difference becomes narrower as time goes on …  I 

understand that the Reader ministry is much more 

teaching and preaching, but there is always going to 

be that cross-over.  Junia 

Before hearing of the distinctive diaconate, and 

becoming a deacon.  I felt like a square peg in a round 

hole, and again, I couldn’t put my finger on it, and 

continued as a Reader for twelve years.  Phoebe 

And, you know, when people get interested in their 

faith, they seem to become Readers and then they 

run the church, and you know … well, what about 

what’s going on out there!  (with emphasis).  Julian 



33 
 

Ecumenical colleagues 

Many distinctive deacons work with members of other denominations in their daily ministry. 

Two hospital chaplains work in teams that are not only inter-denominational, but also include 

members from other faiths.  Some 

work as part of local Churches 

Together groups.  Effective links 

have been forged within parish 

ministry with other denominations 

and faiths.  One respondent acts as the go-between for her incumbent and church community, 

with the local Muslim community.  It has resulted in her building links with the local 

Mosques, hosting an Iftar, and study days, and Muslim friends attending Midnight Mass.       

 

Overall, the distinctive diaconate 

has stronger inter-denominational, 

and international links than any 

other strand of ordained ministry 

within the Church of England.   Part 

of the reason for this is to be found in the shared history of the Deaconess Order in the Church 

of England with deaconess 

communities in other 

denominations, especially the 

European Lutheran Churches.  They 

can all trace their ‘ancestry’ back to 

Theodor Fliedner, who founded one 

of the first deaconess orders, to 

meet the challenges that 

industrialisation had brought to his 

parish of Kaiserswerth, in Germany.  

The loyalty of deacon and 

deaconess houses to this shared 

heritage had kept open the links between them, and allowed those in the distinctive diaconate 

to be the gateway between denominations in a particular way.  There is a Diakonia World 

Federation, and deacons from the Church of England regularly attend the world federation 

conferences as well as the area conferences for Diakonia Region Africa-Europe (DRAE). 

Deacons have also represented the Church of England at Porvoo consultations, many of which 

It’s almost like having different threads of the DNA 

for the diaconate and they’re in different churches … 

We had an immediate recognition of each other’s 

ministries and what we were talking about, and that 

was really interesting because we were very different 

and working in very different circumstances … 

Although the theology might be different, there is a 

recognition between deacons, and you don’t get the 

same issues of validity that you get with priestly 

ministries …  I would like the Church of England to 

continue those sorts of conversations, because I think 

they’re important ecumenically, not just for the 

distinctive deacons, but actually that wider sense of 

recognition of who we are as Christians.  Rita 

On attending her first Diakonia Region Africa Europe 

conference:  It was just like walking into heaven, 

really … it was like the first time that that I had been 

to something where … I saw there was just a common 

vision.  Agnes 

At Christmas and Easter, we joined with the 

Methodists, and the Methodist children came [and 

joined with the church children] and we put on 

something special.  Lydia 
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have centred around the discussion about diakonia and the role of deacons within the member 

churches.   

 

Digression four – the Porvoo community (see page 44) 

  

The worldwide Diakonia network clearly not only allows for a broad understanding of what it 

means to be a distinctive deacon, but also creates a portal through which member churches 

can engage ecumenically in the mission of the whole church. There are also things to be 

learned from models of good practice in other churches.  The Methodist Church and the 

northern European Lutheran Churches have stipendiary distinctive deacons, carefully 

deployed in situations which need their skills, and reflect their calling.  They have structures 

of discernment and training that are tailored to distinctive deacons.  The Church of England is 

only just beginning to address the issues surrounding the training of distinctive deacons in 

relation to their potential ministry. 

 

I have had the opportunity to be part of DRAE gatherings on two occasions, and have been 

impressed by their warmth and collegiality, but also the quality and practicality of the 

presentations and discussions.  In a gathering of deacons and deaconesses from northern 

Europe to South Africa, the exchange about what the effects of climate disruption looks like 

in Finland and in Nigeria was gritty and challenging, and everyone about me was scribbling 

down reactions and ideas.  The response of the diaconate to this pastoral and theological crisis 

was being reformed right there and then.  Those churches which integrate their deacons 

successfully, and listen to what they have to say, benefit from the worldwide Diakonia 

network.  Churches which do not bother to ask their deacons what they are doing, do not.  

Many dioceses in the Church of England have links, often formed in the wake of Porvoo, with 

northern European dioceses.  Very often those who make the exchange visits are distinctive 

deacons.  But because these links are not woven into the fabric of our church life, they are like 

the ill-fated town twinning associations of the previous generation.  There is a special and 

fruitful ecumenical opportunity here, which needs to be exploited.  
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Rowling, Cathy and Gooder, Paula (2009): Reader Ministry Explored (London: SPCK). 

 

Tjørhom, Ola ed. (2002): Apostolicity and Unity: Essays on the Porvoo Common Statement 

(Grand Rapids:  Wm B Eerdmans). 

 

Clark, David, ed. (2008): The Diaconal Church: Beyond the Mould of Christendom 
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questions 

1 How do you view the relationship between Readers and distinctive deacons? 

 

2 What is the further potential of a strong ecumenical diaconate? 

  

https://www.churchofengland.org/life-events/vocations/no-ordinary-ministry
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4 Discerning a vocation to the distinctive diaconate 

 

I hope that the information in this booklet has been helpful.  You now have an advantage that 

many serving distinctive deacons did not have at this point of discerning their vocation, as 

they were not even aware that this ministry existed.  You will have gathered that you may 

need to be strong-minded when it comes to insisting on the opportunity to explore the 

distinctive diaconate on an even footing with other ministries.   

 

Exploration: 

Continue to read about the distinctive diaconate, and if at all possible, spend some time with 

active distinctive deacons.  You will have seen that they minister both in parishes and in 

sector ministries, so try to have some experience of both.  If you do not have any personal 

links that bring you to these connections and opportunities, then there are some suggested 

below. 

 

Discernment: 

When you want to explore the discernment process in a more formal way, go to see your 

parish priest or chaplain.  If you are not part of a church community in a Church of England 

church, then you need to be.  Wherever possible, the Christian faith is lived out with others.  

You need the support of a Christian family as you continue your journey of faith, and of 

exploration into the nature of your vocation.  Within your church family, you can also offer 

support to other members in their journey of faith.  It will give you the opportunity to see how 

formal ministry is offered.  Get involved in activities within the church; see where you fit 

best, where your gifts are used, and what you find most satisfying and challenging.  Growing 

into a vocation is a long term and measured process.   

 

Don’t worry if your work or studies mean that you move back and forth between churches, or 

church and chaplaincy; or that you need to change churches often because you have to move 

regularly to fit in with your work pattern, or that of your partner.  Just be involved to the best 

of your ability and as time allows.  Identify the best person within this situation to act as your 

guide and mentor as you move forward.  The Church understands the nature of modern work 

and study, and people’s necessary mobility. 

 

Explain your sense of calling to your parish priest or chaplain.  They will suggest the next 

steps, and these will vary from diocese to diocese.  At some point, they will suggest that you 
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see the Diocesan Director of Ordinands (DDO) or a Vocations Adviser, or someone with a 

similar title and role at diocesan level.  If your parish priest or chaplain tries to dissuade you 

from pursuing the distinctive diaconate, listen carefully to the reasons that they give.  Do not 

close your mind to the exploration of other ministries, but, in a polite but firm manner, 

insist that the distinctive diaconate is one of the options that you are entitled to explore.  

I realise that this is easy to say, and difficult to do, but you may well help your diocese to 

move forward in the way that they discern vocations. 

 

If you have not been able to meet working distinctive deacons, this is something that your 

diocese will be able to help you to undertake.  This should form part of the formal 

discernment path that a diocese offers.  This path culminates in one, or possibly, two formal 

discernment events.  These are the mechanisms by which the Church of England advises your 

bishop as to whether you have a vocation, and whether you should enter into training. Both of 

these processes have changed recently. This is partly as the result of the pandemic; and partly 

to do with the changing and developing view of what ministry means, across the Church of 

England. 

  

The DDO of your diocese will guide you through these formal discernment processes.  They 

are not competitive, and they are designed to help you to articulate your sense of vocation as 

fully as possible.  They allow the advisers who are interviewing and assessing you to come, 

prayerfully and thoughtfully, to the right decision about what happens next in your vocation 

journey.  This decision is based on the information on your Registration Form and in your 

references; as well as the interviews you have and other leadership and pastoral exercises you 

undertake, as part of the formal discernment process.  A detailed report explains exactly how 

the decision has been reached. 

 

There are three possible outcomes from formal national discernment.  You could be 

recommended to go into training immediately.  This means that the advisors have seen in you 

a vocation which is obedient, realistic and informed, and you can move on to the next stage.  

The national advisers and your diocese, between them, will steer you into the best training 

system for you.  Secondly, you may be recommended to go into training after you have dealt 

with some issues that have been highlighted during the formal discernment process.  This 

means that the advisors feel that you have a vocation, but there are matters to attend to in 

order to facilitate your access to training.  The report to your bishop will set out clearly what 

the issues are and how they need to be addressed.  Finally, you may not be recommended to 
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go into training, and the report will set out very clearly why this is the case.  However, after a 

couple of years you are allowed to try again, and re-enter the formal discernment process .  

People mature and develop, and it is not unusual to be recommended for training the second 

time around. 

 

It is difficult to be precise about the time it would take to follow the path from the first inkling 

of a vocation to the formal discernment process.  Everyone is different, and everyone’s 

circumstances are different. Some ordinands ‘sit on’ a vocation for a time, for many different 

reasons.  If you have not yet become an integral part of a church family, you may be 

encouraged to do that for a time before entering formal discernment.  Patience is a necessary 

virtue on the discernment path, and a willingness to let God take charge.  I will leave the final 

word of advice to the writer of Colossians: 

And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, 

giving thanks to God the Father through him. 
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Ministry division selection criteria for distinctive deacons 

Distinctive 
Deacon 

Christ Church World Self 

Love for God 

The candidate… 

Is reliant on God 
and lives out an 
infectious, life-
transforming world-
focussed faith 

 

Is rooted in 
scripture, the 
worship of the 
Church and the 
living traditions of 
faith 

 

Whole heartedly, 
generously and 
attractively engages 
with God’s world 

 

Is prayerful and 
studies the Bible 
 
 

 

Call to Ministry  

The candidate… 

Responds to the call 
of Christ to be a 
disciple  

 
  

Understands the 
distinctive nature 
of ordained 
diaconal ministry 
 

 

Is committed to 
being a public and 
representative 
person of the 
Church in the 
forgotten corners of 
the world 

 

Articulates an 
inner sense of call 
grounded in 
service 
 
 

 

Love for People 

The candidate… 

Welcomes Christ in 
others, listens, 
values and respects 
and has a special 
care for those in 
poverty and the 
marginalised 

 

Builds 
relationships 
which are 
collaborative and 
enabling 
 
 

 

Shows God’s 
compassion and 
care in the world in 
multifaceted 
contexts and with 
social agencies  
 

 

Has empathy and 
is aware of how 
others receive 
them 
 
 

 

Wisdom 

The candidate… 

Is inquisitive, 
curious and open to 
new and lifelong 
learning that 
connects church and 
world 
 

Shows instinctively 
collaborative 
leadership that 
enables healthy 
churches to be 
bridge-builders in 
their communities 

Is robust and 
courageous and 
prepared to take 
risks in reflecting 
the world to the 
Church and the 
Church to the world 

 

Is a mature and 
integrated person 
of stability and 
integrity 

Fruitfulness 

The candidate… 

Embraces the 
different and 
animates others to 
be witnesses and 
servants  

Shows the 
capacity to 
exercise diaconal 
sacramental and 
liturgical ministry 
and effective and 
enabling teaching 
ministry 

 

Is a storyteller of 
God’s love and 
agent of God’s 
kingdom of justice 
 

 

Has resilience and 
stamina  

 
  

Potential 
The candidate has 
potential to… 

Grow in faith and to 
be open to 
navigating the 
future in the 
company of Christ 
 

  

See the big picture 
in their context 
and within it, 
enable a Christian 
community to 
serve  

 

See where God is 
working in the 
world and to read 
the signs of the 
times  

 

Be adaptable and 
agile 
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Digression One – ordinals before 2007: 

The Ordinals of 1550 and 1662 arguably reflected the impoverished view of the 

diaconate which had resulted from the institutionalisation and clericalisation of the 

Western Church, and the 1662 ordinal remained in use until the late twentieth 

century.  Some of the Early Church role of the diaconate can still be seen, including 

the administering and distribution of communion, reading Scripture, assisting at 

baptism, and discovering those in need in the parish.  However, at the same time, in 

the final collect in the 1550 ordinal, the lowly status of deacons is made clear: 

[They] maie so we lyse theim sleves in this inferior office, that thei maie be 

fovnde      worthy to be called ynto the higher ministeries in thy Churche.  (My 

underlining). 

The ordinal of 1662 varies little from that of 1550, and they reflect an acceptance of 

both the inferiority of the diaconate and its transitional nature. 

 

The 1662 Ordinal had remained current until 1980, when the Alternative Service Book 

(ASB) was published, including a new ordinal.  The description of the role of the 

deacon in the ordinal for deacons is short, and although not significantly different 

from that of the BCP, in its tone there is a subtle change, offering more sense of 

collegiality with the priesthood, and avoiding the term ‘inferior office’.  Whereas the 

BCP ordinal began with the place of the deacon within the parish and his role in 

assisting the parish priest, defining a very specific and localised role, the 1980 ordinal 

began with service to the Church of God, a wide and open-ended concept.  The 

deacon was to work with all the members of the church, and not just the priest, in 

loving service to all who are in trouble.  He was no longer required to give their 

names to someone else for the provision of pastoral care.  He was now part of a 

pastoral ministry which required the involvement of all the church members.  The 

instruction regarding baptism reverted to that of the 1550 ordinal, so that the deacon 

was to baptise when required to do so, and not just when the priest was absent.  The 

changes witness to the influence of the deaconess order which had loving service at its 

core. 
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Digression Two - The influence of Kaiserswerth: 

In the early nineteenth century, a Lutheran pastor, Theodor Fliedner, responding to 

social pressures brought about by industrialisation in the area where he ministered, 

founded a deaconess order.  Fliedner was not the first to found a diaconal institution, 

but the structure he developed for the training and deployment of the Kaiserswerth 

deaconesses was influential and far reaching.  Fliedner was initially concerned with 

prison reform, and in 1826 was a founder member of the Rhenish-Westphalian Prison 

Society.  In 1833 he and his wife Friederike opened their home as a refuge for female 

ex-offenders.  Other projects followed, including a hospital.  This needed a trained 

staff, and so, in 1836 the Fliedners established the first deaconess house.  The 

deaconesses undertook to train as nurses, to remain celibate and to care for the poor, 

the sick and the young.  However, these were not life-long vows, and deaconesses 

could leave the order and return to secular life.  On Theodor Fliedner’s death in 1864 

there were 430 deaconesses engaged on projects across Europe; by 1876 there were 

600.  As the reputation and influence of Theodor Fliedner spread, those with a 

concern for pastoral ministry, and who found the deaconess house model an attractive 

one, sent potential deaconess candidates from their own churches to train at 

Kaiserswerth, and to bring the template of the deaconess house back to their home 

country to develop it there.  One such was Maria Cederschiöld, the daughter of a 

Swedish pastor, who studied at Kaiserswerth from 1850 to 1851, before returning to 

Sweden to become the leader of the newly founded deaconess house at Ersta. 

This flowering of the diaconate was initially women’s ministry, and although male 

deacon houses followed the deaconess institutions, there were always more women 

than men.   
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Digression Three – working parties and reports:  

Even before the ordination of women as deacons, Lambeth Conference resolutions of 

1958, 1968 and 1978 indicated that the debate about an order of deacons, that had 

failed to sway the Convocation of 1866, was still rumbling on a century later.   

In 1974 the Advisory Council for the Church’s Ministry published the report Deacons 

in the Church.  It engaged with the prevailing view emerging in the World Council of 

Churches, the Church of Scotland, and the Roman Catholic Church, that the ministry 

of distinctive deacons provides a focus for the diaconal ministry of the whole church, 

but despite the valuable ministry of the diaconate in these other churches, the Church 

of England did not find the theological and pragmatic arguments for an order of 

distinctive deacons compelling.   

 

After the decision had been made to ordain women as deacons, the Bishop of 

Portsmouth was asked to chair a working group to prepare a report to the House of 

Bishops on the theology of a permanent diaconate.  This report, Deacons in the 

Ministry of the Church, was considered by the House of Bishops in October 1987 and 

published in 1988.  The report saw the diaconate both as modelled on the pattern of 

Christ’s diaconate, and as providing an example to and support for the diakonia of all 

ministers, ordained and lay.  Since most of the deaconesses had by now been ordained 

as deacons, the ministerial landscape had changed, and, even if by default, an order of 

deacons now existed within the Church of England.  The report recommended 

unequivocally, ‘that the Church of England make provision for, and encourage, men 

and women to serve in an ordained distinctive diaconate’ (HoB 1988, 119).  However, 

even after this strong endorsement of a distinctive diaconate, the Church of England 

did not act upon it.   

 

In 1990 John Collins’s influential book, Diakonia, was published, rekindling the 

debate about the distinctive diaconate.  And the effect of Collins’ scholarship was 

apparent in the next Church of England report that concerned the distinctive 

diaconate.  For Such a Time as This: A renewed diaconate in the Church of England, 

was published in 2001.  This too was a report to the General Synod, by a Working 

Party of the House of Bishops.  The culmination of three years’ work, it brought 

together the experience of the diaconate in four different denominations and, 

significantly, included two deacons in the working party.  Picking up on the work of 

John Collins, the report considers the deacon ‘as the responsible agent of one in 
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authority’ (HoB 2001, 34).  Because Deacons in the Ministry of the Church had 

already set out a clear recommendation to the House of Bishops for the enabling of a 

distinctive diaconate, For Such a Time as This concentrated on creating some pictures 

of what the ministry of a distinctive deacon looked like, using the most recent 

scholarship, but drawing also on the understanding and experience of two distinctive 

deacons who were members of the working party.  The report recommended that 

provision for selection, training and deployment arrangements specific to the needs of 

distinctive deacons were made.  

 

In November 2001 For Such a Time as This was debated in General Synod.  Concern 

was expressed, particularly by members of Synod who were Readers, that the 

diaconate should not be allowed to replace Reader ministry or other lay ministries.  

General Synod, perhaps sensing the onset of an unproductive division between those 

who supported authorised lay ministries, and those who supported self-supporting 

ordained ministries as the way ahead, decided to give the responsibility to someone 

else.   

 

In 2002, a further working party was set up under the auspices of the Faith and Order 

Advisory Group.  The FOAG consultation resulted in the most recent report to include 

the distinctive diaconate: The Mission and Ministry of the Whole Church, published 

in 2007.  It was a comprehensive report on new developments in the ministry of the 

Church of England, both lay and ordained. The report gave carefully considered 

support to the distinctive diaconate, and recognised the potentially positive effect that 

it could have on the transitional diaconate.  It emphasised again the need for tailored 

selection processes, training and deployment policies for distinctive deacons (FOAG 

2007, 133).   However, no practical action was taken by the Church of England as an 

institution to bring about these recommendations. 
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Digression four – The Porvoo Communion: 

The Porvoo Communion is a grouping of churches, mostly in northern and western 

Europe, that have signed an agreement to “share a common life in mission and 

service”. The churches that have signed the agreement are The Evangelical-Lutheran 

Churches of Estonia, Lithuania, Sweden, Norway, Iceland, Denmark and Finland, and 

the Anglican churches: Church of England and of Ireland, Church in Wales and the 

Scottish Episcopal Church. Two Anglican churches from southern Europe also belong 

to the Porvoo Communion. They are the Lusitanian Church in Portugal and the 

Reformed Episcopal Church of Spain. 

  

The name Porvoo comes from Porvoo Cathedral in Finland where the Eucharist was 

celebrated on the final Sunday of the conversations leading to the Common Statement 

and thus finally to the Porvoo Communion. 

 

These churches have a great deal in common: their history, liturgy, identity and their 

understanding of the Church’s mission today bear great resemblances and they are all 

episcopal churches.  

 

In the Common Statement of 2010, the Porvoo churches reached an agreement on the 

nature and purpose of the church, on its faith and doctrine, specifically on the 

apostolicity of the whole Church, on the apostolic ministry within it, and on the 

episcopal office in the service of the Church. 

 

The statement includes the commitment to the authentic preaching of the Word of 

God; due administration of the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist; to welcome 

one another’s members to receive sacramental and other pastoral ministrations; to 

regard baptized members of all our churches as members of their own.  The churches 

commit themselves to welcome persons episcopally ordained in any of our churches to 

the office of bishop, priest or deacon to serve ... in that ministry in the receiving 

church without re-ordination.” 

 

The Porvoo churches are committed to growing together as churches in mission and 

service, praying for and with one another. Theological consultations have been held 

on various issues, including interfaith, the diaconal ministry and on human sexuality. 
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As with every ecumenical venture, this is a journey where it is hoped in time to inspire 

many more and enable churches to truly grow together in life and mission. The move 

to closer communion is not regarded as an end in itself, but as part of the pursuit of a 

wider unity, a step towards the visible unity which all churches committed to the 

ecumenical movement seek to manifest. 
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