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The vocations I have followed have led to two primary questions: 

When are you going to become a doctor? and When are you going to 

become a priest? The thirty years of nursing had already given me 

practice in responding to both questions. My answer is the same to 

both. That is not where I feel called and it is not where my greatest 

joy meets what I discern, as the world’s greatest need.  

 

I fell into health care when I was in junior high school and began 

working at an animal hospital, in suburban Chicago, doing the 

cleaning, feeding and occasionally assisting around the practice. I 

continued to work for Dr Terry off and on through high school.  

 

After meandering through a couple of years of college, not a wise 

thing to do in the mid 1960s, I dodged the draft by enlisting in the 

Navy. The recruiter handed me a paper with 10 or 11 occupations on 

it and said to pick one I might be interested in. He was honest and 

said he could not guarantee my choice as the needs of the Navy and 

testing would take precedent. I should have known something when 

I picked hospital corpsman and he responded that he could 

guarantee that one. After four years of health care practice, and 

health care is a practice and an art. I was hooked and was released to 

start nurse’s training.  
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I was well into my nursing career and with the baptism of my son had 

rediscovered and returned to church. It had been more than easy to 

drift away when working nights and every other weekend. Besides I 

missed all the fun of the “new” prayerbook revision and the battle 

of/over woman’s ordination. Into the 1980s and the church was 

working its way through what these changes wrought. 

 

More than one person has pointed out that The Episcopal Church 

does or works out its theology through the Book of Common Prayer 

and if one wants to know that theology all they have to do is become 

familiar with the other 980 pages outside pages 355 to 375, the 

stained page edges about a third of the way through the book. With 

the 1979 prayerbook the Episcopal Church began shift to a 

eucharistic focus centered on the altar and in reality, moving to a 

baptismal focus, a journey not yet complete, of agapé, loving service, 

prophetic voice, and prophetic service in the world.   

 

People are very conversant on what they think a nurse is but what a 

deacon is has always been in tension and and in many ways an 

unknown. It was at this time of change, the late 80s, that Don Smith 

the rector of Saint Paul’s at that time came to me and asked, “Do you 

think you should be a deacon?” I had heard of deacons may have 

met a couple but all I knew was the transitional diaconate on the 

way to priesthood. It sparked an interest I hadn’t been scratching but 

began to. Then during that time while visiting my sister in Colorado 

Springs we discovered that a neighbor from our childhood and 

hadn’t seen 25 years lived there and we went to visit. When I got out 
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of the car her greeting was: “Are you ordained yet?” No, I said, I have 

scratched that itch by being a nurse. The expedition toward 

becoming a deacon had begun and I am still exploring that as is the 

Church. What do deacons do? What is your ministry? What is a 

deacon? 

 

There are deacons and proto-deacons in the New Testament from 

Stephen, Phillip and five others in Acts and Phoebe and Prisca who 

worked with Paul. In the early church they worked directly with 

bishops who over saw a region of small congregations and house 

churches. Presbyters came about as the regions became too large for 

one person to administer and they represented the bishop in those 

places. And while there have always been deacons, Francis, Laurence 

of Rome, and Vincent of Saragossa, many deacons ended up as the 

ultimate witness,  martyrdom. It wasn’t until of the early 19th 

Century that the stirrings of the modern diaconate began.  

 

Beginning in Kaiserwerth,  Germany, in the early to mid 1800s when 

Theodore Fliedner, a German Lutheran minister and his wife 

Friederike Münster, reacting to the oppression of the growing 

Industrial Revolution began houses for deacons and more 

importantly, deaconesses and training them to care for those who 

were impoverished by the “new” normal. As an aside, Florence 

Nightingale traveled to this place to get her nurses training as this 

practice was not acceptable in England. The vocation soon spread to 

Great Britain, Scandinavia and the United States.  
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Much of the history of the modern diaconate has underpinnings of 

the -isms that affect society and the church. In what has been 

referred to as waves of the diaconate washed through the church 

opening vocations for those who had been denied, but maintaining 

the white male privilege and power structure by not allowing priestly 

ordination or lay participation. The first wave was during the time of 

westward expansion and as indigenous peoples could not be 

ordained priests and lay persons could not lead ministries, the 

diaconate was seen as an answer. There were many successful 

ministries despite the impedance of the power structure.  

 

Deaconesses formed a second wave starting in the mid to late 19th 

century in the United States with schools for deaconesses primarily 

in the NE and they fanned out from there. They had to be 25 years 

old unmarried and able to complete a secondary education. They 

were required to have 14 letters of reference five from priests, six 

could be from women and three more from men. Men only needed 

seven letters for the priesthood. One of the deaconesses to be 

reclaimed is Anna Alexander who is on the calendar September 24. 

She was consecrated a deaconess by the Bp of Georgia 1907 and was 

first and only African-American female to be consecrated as a 

deaconess. Consecrated is the important distinction here for it 

means the bishop laid hands on her marking an ordination. She has 

quite a story so look it up. Even then like all deaconesses she was 

basically on her own to find support. Little support came to any of 

the deaconesses in their ministries and they even had to fund their 

own retirements. That was so successful that it has morphed into the 
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Fund for the Diaconate, assisting deacons—working, retired or 

disabled—who have insufficient funds for their needs to this day. 

 

The extraordinary growth of the church after World War II lead to 

the need to expand the support for congregational clergy and in 

1946 The General Convention passed the canon expanding the 

deacons to self-supporting, males, over 40 years of age, the roots of 

non-stipendiary, unpaid, diaconate.  

 

This brings us to the turbulent years of the 1970s and continuing into 

present. With the reforms and revisions coming out of Vatican 2 The 

Episcopal Church, the Anglican Communion and the different 

Lutheran communities around the world began to revising their 

theology, liturgy and practice. In The Episcopal Church, during the 

1970s there was the ongoing prayerbook revisioning, paused with 

the release of the 1979 Book of Common Prayer and a revision of the 

Ordinal, where the Church defines our orders plus the parallel 

acceptance of the ordination of woman.  

 

The World Council Churches met in Peru, in 1983, and looked at how 

each of the denomination and expressions viewed Baptism, Eucharist 

and Ministry and how these potentiate both unity and division. 

Recognizing the normative Christian value of the three orders of 

bishop, priest and deacon. The diaconate recognized as a full and 

equal order, not as the 1928 BCP Ordinal put it, an inferior order. In 

1995 gathering of the Baltic Lutheran Churches which retained the 

three orders, the Church of England, The Episcopal Church, and 
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German Lutherans met and affirmed the belief that all ministry, and 

diaconal specifically, grows out of Christ’s crucifixion and 

resurrection, the diakonia of Christ on the Cross. The essence of 

church are, leitourgia, marturia, and diakonia, three Greek words 

meaning, worship, witness, and active ministry in the world variously 

defined.  

 

In the Episcopal Church, a meeting in Northfield, MN, affirmed that 

all ministry, all ordering, in the Church, is based on baptism. All 

ministry is the total ministry of all the Church not just a professional 

subset of the church. We sacramentalize the leadership to nurture 

support and energize all God’s people. 

 

What is a deacon? And what do they do? It is an ongoing tension in 

the church. The problem with the diaconate is that the order is more 

contextualized than other orders. It is hard to wrote rubric for 

deacons. The deacon does what needs to be done, in the place they 

are assigned.  

 

The Ordinal Examination states:  

“…every Christian is called to follow Jesus Christ, serving God 

the Father, through the power of the Holy Spirit. God now calls 

you to a special ministry of servanthood directly under your 

bishop. In the name of Jesus Christ, you are to serve all people, 

particularly the poor, the weak, the sick, and the lonely…You 

are to make Christ and his redemptive love known, by your 

word and example, to those among whom you live, and work, 
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and worship. You are to interpret to the Church the needs, 

concerns, and hopes of the world.” And I believe that from the 

Church to world should be added, “…At all times, your life and 

teaching are to show Christ’s people that in serving the helpless 

they are serving Christ himself.” BCP 543 or as +Greg puts it  

“the job of the deacon is go out and find trouble and bring it 

back to the church.”  

 
A strong, loving, and wise diaconate that can reveal to us the real 

nature of Christian ministry: not power, but service; not prestige, but 

humility; not control, but love. The genuine authority that has little if 

anything to do with canons and a very great deal to do with the 

cross.  

(Rt Rev. Jeffery D Lee) 

 

On this World Mission Sunday we need to remember that all orders, 

lay, bishop, priest and deacon make up the body of Christ and as the 

Catechism states under the Ministry section on Pg 855 

 

Q. Who are the ministers of the Church? 

A. The ministers of the Church are lay persons, bishops,  

priests, and deacons.  

 

Please notice which order is listed first. The Catechism goes on to 

describe the role of each order look it up again it it page 855 of the 

BCP.  

 

Now as the prayer after the reaffirmation on page 309 states: 
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Almighty God, we thank you that by the death and resurrection of 

your Son Jesus Christ you have overcome sin and brought us to 

yourself, and that by the sealing of your Holy Spirit you have bound 

us to your service. Renew in these your servants the covenant you 

made with them at their Baptism. Send them forth in the power of 

that Spirit to perform the service you set before them; through Jesus 

Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy 

Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.  

 

And the deacon will proclaim: Go in peace to love and serve the 

needs, concerns and hopes of the world! Alleluia! Alleluia! 


