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Deepening the Call: Reflections on the Diaconate 

Deacon Dominic Cerrato, Ph.D. 

 

Stupidity and the Identity of the Deacon 

 

The restoration of the permanent diaconate by the Second Vatican Council stands among the most 

significant ecclesial developments of the modern era. More than fifty thousand permanent deacons 

now serve throughout the world, bearing visible witness to Christ the Servant in parishes, hospitals, 

prisons, schools, military chaplaincies, and countless other settings. Their rapid growth suggests 

that the Holy Spirit continues to unfold dimensions of the Church's sacramental life that had 

remained largely dormant in the Latin Church for centuries. Yet this remarkable restoration has 

also revealed an enduring theological challenge. More than sixty years after the promulgation of 

the Second Vatican Council, the Church continues to ask a deceptively simple question: What is a 

deacon? 

 

At first glance, the answer appears obvious. A deacon proclaims the Gospel, preaches, baptizes, 

witnesses marriages, assists at the altar, and engages in works of charity. These responsibilities are 

familiar to Catholics throughout the world. Yet while they describe what a deacon does, they do 

not fully explain who a deacon is. Indeed, one of the principal challenges facing the contemporary 

theology of the diaconate is the tendency to define the deacon primarily by function rather than by 

sacramental identity. 

 

This tendency is understandable. The modern Church rightly emphasizes pastoral ministry. 

Bishops, priests, deacons, religious, and lay faithful all participate in the Church's mission 

according to their proper vocations. In such an environment it is natural to evaluate ministry 

according to visible effectiveness and practical service. The danger, however, is that function 

gradually becomes the primary interpretive lens through which Holy Orders itself is understood. 

The deacon comes to be viewed as an ecclesiastical worker whose identity derives principally from 

assigned responsibilities rather than from sacramental configuration to Christ. 

 

The Luthern theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer offers an unexpected but penetrating insight into this 

problem. 

 

Writing from prison during the Second World War, Bonhoeffer reflected on the mysterious power 

of what he called "stupidity." Contrary to popular understanding, he did not identify stupidity with 

a lack of intelligence. Some of the most educated members of German society had willingly 

surrendered themselves to National Socialism. Rather, Bonhoeffer argued that stupidity is a 

spiritual condition in which a person loses the freedom to perceive reality truthfully. Detached 

from objective truth, individuals become captive to prevailing assumptions, slogans, and 
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ideological currents. They cease to judge reality according to what is true and instead interpret 

truth according to what has become culturally acceptable. 

 

Although Bonhoeffer addressed the political crisis of Nazi Germany, his observation possesses 

enduring theological significance. Every age is tempted to substitute prevailing cultural categories 

for revealed truth. Every generation must therefore examine whether it is interpreting the Gospel 

through the world or interpreting the world through the Gospel. 

 

The theology of the diaconate is not immune from this temptation. 

 

Much contemporary discussion begins with pastoral necessity. The Church faces declining 

numbers of priests, expanding parish structures, increasing administrative demands, and growing 

expectations for collaborative ministry. Against this background, the deacon is often understood 

according to the practical roles he fulfills. He becomes the parish administrator, pastoral associate, 

hospital chaplain, marriage coordinator, or liturgical assistant. His value is measured largely by his 

usefulness. 

 

None of these ministries is unimportant. Indeed, each may represent a genuine expression of the 

deacon's vocation. The problem arises only when these functions become the foundation of 

theological reflection. Once this occurs, sacramental identity recedes into the background, and 

ministry itself becomes the primary reality. 

 

The Church teaches precisely the opposite. The Catechism of the Catholic Church describes Holy 

Orders as the sacrament through which “the mission entrusted by Christ to his apostles continues 

to be exercised in the Church until the end of time (CCC 1536).” That mission is sacramentally 

embodied in three inseparable degrees: the episcopate, the presbyterate, and the diaconate. These 

are not three separate ministries loosely connected by historical development. They are three 

sacramental participations in the one apostolic ministry of Christ. 

 

The deacon therefore cannot be understood apart from Holy Orders. His identity is not created by 

appointment, delegation, or pastoral assignment. It is bestowed sacramentally through ordination. 

By the laying on of hands and the consecratory prayer, the Holy Spirit permanently configures him 

to Christ the Servant. This ontological reality remains whether he serves in a cathedral or a country 

parish, whether he exercises extensive ministry or lives quietly in retirement. Long before the 

deacon performs an act of service, he has become a sacramental sign of the One who “came not to 

be served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many (Mk 10:45).” 

 

This distinction between identity and function is not merely theoretical. It profoundly shapes the 

spiritual life of the deacon. 
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If ministry defines identity, then identity inevitably changes whenever ministry changes. 

Retirement becomes a crisis of vocation. Illness becomes a loss of purpose. Administrative 

reassignment becomes a diminishment of self. A deacon whose identity rests primarily upon 

external activity will understandably experience discouragement whenever those activities 

diminish. 

 

But if sacramental identity precedes ministry, then vocation possesses remarkable stability. The 

deacon remains configured to Christ the Servant regardless of age, health, assignment, or visible 

effectiveness. His external ministry may expand or contract according to pastoral need, yet his 

sacramental identity remains permanent because it is rooted not in human usefulness but in the 

action of Christ himself. 

 

Bonhoeffer's warning becomes particularly illuminating at this point. He observed that ideological 

captivity occurs when persons unconsciously adopt assumptions that determine how reality itself 

is perceived. Something analogous can occur within ecclesial life whenever efficiency, 

productivity, and organizational effectiveness become the dominant categories for understanding 

ordained ministry. Without intending to do so, we begin measuring Holy Orders according to 

standards borrowed from management rather than from sacramental theology. 

 

The result is subtle but significant. Questions concerning jurisdiction, administration, delegated 

authority, liturgical responsibilities, parish staffing, and organizational structure begin to 

overshadow the deeper theological mystery of sacramental configuration. The discussion shifts 

almost imperceptibly from ontology to function, from identity to activity, from Christology to 

ecclesiology narrowly conceived. 

 

Such an approach ultimately impoverishes not only the diaconate but the Church herself. The 

Church does not exist merely to organize ministries efficiently. She exists to make Christ present 

in history through sacramental communion. Every sacrament participates in this mystery, but Holy 

Orders does so in a uniquely personal manner. Through ordination, Christ configures the bishop, 

priest, and deacon to himself according to distinct sacramental modalities that together manifest 

the fullness of his apostolic mission. 

 

The deacon's distinctive participation lies precisely in his sacramental conformity to Christ the 

Servant. His service is therefore not primarily functional but revelatory. Through his life the 

Church beholds something of Christ's own identity. The deacon does not simply perform acts of 

service; he sacramentally manifests the servant dimension of the Incarnate Son. His ministry points 

beyond itself to the One whose entire earthly existence culminated in the self-emptying love of the 

Cross. 
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For this reason, the renewal of the diaconate must begin not with structural reform but with 

spiritual renewal. 

 

The deacon becomes an authentic icon of Christ only to the extent that he lives in communion with 

Christ. Prayer is therefore not preparation for ministry; it is participation in the very relationship 

that ordination signifies. Eucharistic adoration is not devotional excess; it is the privileged place 

where the servant learns from the Master. Lectio Divina, the Liturgy of the Hours, frequent 

confession, and contemplative silence are not optional additions to an otherwise active ministry. 

They are the means through which sacramental identity gradually permeates the whole person. 

 

Here the interior life assumes decisive importance. Configuration to Christ is sacramentally 

complete at ordination, yet existential conformity unfolds throughout a lifetime. Grace continually 

invites the deacon to become outwardly what he has already become inwardly through the 

sacrament. Identity gives birth to mission, and mission continually deepens identity. Ministry thus 

becomes not simply a series of external acts but the visible expression of an invisible communion 

with Christ. 

 

This dynamic also safeguards authentic ecclesial service. A deacon rooted in Christ does not seek 

ministry as a means of self-affirmation or personal significance. His service flows from 

participation in the kenosis of the Son who “emptied himself, taking the form of a servant (Phil 

2:7).” The deeper his union with Christ, the more transparent his ministry becomes. Those whom 

he serves encounter not merely the generosity of the deacon but the charity of Christ himself. 

 

Perhaps this is where Bonhoeffer's insight speaks most powerfully to the Church today. The 

greatest threat to the diaconate is not declining numbers, inadequate formation, or insufficient 

opportunities for ministry. It is the gradual loss of the Church's ability to perceive the deacon 

according to the truth revealed in Christ. Whenever sacramental identity is eclipsed by functional 

categories, the mystery of Holy Orders becomes obscured. The deacon risks becoming an efficient 

ecclesiastical minister while forgetting that he is first and always a living sacramental icon of 

Christ the Servant. 

 

The path forward is therefore not the invention of a new theology but the recovery of an ancient 

one. The Church already possesses the principles necessary for such a renewal. Vatican II restored 

the permanent diaconate not merely to increase pastoral efficiency but to enrich the sacramental 

manifestation of Christ's own servant identity within the life of the Church. The task before 

contemporary theology is to unfold more deeply the implications of that restoration. 

 

In the end, Bonhoeffer reminds us that freedom begins with the courage to see reality as it truly is. 

For the Church, the deepest reality is always Christ. For the deacon, the deepest truth is that his 

vocation begins not with what he does but with whom he has become through the sacrament of 
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Holy Orders. From that sacramental identity flows every authentic work of charity, every 

proclamation of the Gospel, every liturgical ministry, and every act of humble service. Only when 

identity precedes mission does the diaconate become what Christ intended: a living sacramental 

witness that true authority is always expressed as self-giving love, and that the Church herself finds 

her deepest identity in the One who came not to be served, but to serve. 

 

### 

 

 


