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ABSTRACT
The permanent order of deacon is proposed in the I

United Methodist Church. The following are suggestions for goierning.
representative ministry so it can be structured to enliven and renew

- the life of United Methodism: (1) any view of diaconal and other
representdtive ministries must be seen in relation to the general
ministry of all Christians; (2) the calling of diaconal ministries

Ns) (deacons) is essentially an enabling" ministry for the larger, body of
Chrtstiant; (3) the order of deacon is an appropriate designation for
the twentieth century; (4) 'ordination is historically a more accurate

A-word.to.designate ministers who are set apart fork,service,than is the
word consecration; (5) annual conference membership for permanent
deacons, without alugeanteed appointment and apart from the
itinerancy, is not as radical a departure from the present situation
as it may initially seem to be; (6) for permanent deacons to be
ordained and admitted to annual conference memberShip, educational
requirements should be equivalent to those for ordination as elder;
(7) ordination and conference membership for permanent deacons should //'-'
be based on'the same conditions in other areas as those which prevail

L. for the eldership, including the intention,of engaging in the
full-time diaconate on a permanent basis. It is argued 'that
ordination as a permanent deacon'and admission to the annual
conference are to be taken fully as seriously and ta be handled with
as much care as ordination to the order of elder. The provision for

_ this process-is in the 1986 Book of Discipline. (CC)
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SOME NOTES`AN A PERMANENT,DIACONATE
IN THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

by Howard Grimes

Editor's Note: The 1980 General Conference ordered 'the Board of Higher
Education and Ministry to prepare legislation on diaconal Ministry that
would resolve some of the questions that have persisted about the diacomil
movement. Ordinations conference membership, itineracy, and othbr

A

issues are to be addressed by the Ministry Study Committee chaired by
Dean Dale Dunlap of Saint Paul School of Theology, Kansgs City. ..rt is

clear to members of he committee that there are no easy solutions to
some of the*problems.posed in the study. We are faced withdra growing
professional movement of women and men who are active in'ministry and
increasingly self- conscious of their professionalism. Theological and
equity questions must be faced.

AL-

All Christian churches are experiencing a renewedinterest in the
Permanent diaconate. The needs for professional ministry hate become,
more apparent and urgent.. In Roman Catholicism, the lack of priests has.
encouraged the development of a diaconate of "liturgy'end service:"
Lutherans have developed a concept of ordained and "commissioned",,
ministers. The special detaild of .a denominational trkdition influence
the shapes df the diacOnal movement, but the movement ilpself is growing.
The board encourages wide discussion of this movement andsits p/acb an
role in the ministry of tlie church. Occasional Papers will be a for
for presentation and debate on this issue in the months ahead. Read

'may want tonote that Gerald F. Moede's essay "A Renewed ,Diaconate
the United Methodist Church?" (Occasional Paper number. 227 is .sti

available for seudy.

Howard Grimes has served as a member of the DivisiOn cif'Diacona Ministry
of BHEM. Professor of Christian education at Perkins School.of Theology
at Southern Methodist University, he retired this yearhutlwil teach
next year at Perklsys. This essay represents his continui7g,c ntribption,

.1
to the discussion'on the diaconal ministry.

A

F. Thomas Trot er

tp



Pi

4

..r/- 4

4

e latest form of the pertnanent diaconate in theUnited Methodist
Chur h requires adjustment in our thinking. During the past few years I
hav been involved in the process both of/rethinking what represerptiye
ministry means andow'it can be structured so as to enlivenand perhaps
renew the life,ofUnited Methodism. The following seven propositions
represent the conclusionto which I have come durAng this process of
rethinking.

1. Any view of diaconal and other representative ministries must4
be seen in relation to the general ministry 0011 Christians. The
generalministry of all Christians is conferredby baptism into the
"People of God" (ho lads tou Theou). Calling is related to gifts,
according to Rdmans 12:478 and 1 Corinthians 12:4-11. Ephesians 4:11-12
apparently represents* a transition to a representative ministry., where
apostles, prophets, evangel4sts, and pastor-teachers exist "for the
equipment of the saints (Christians),,for fe work of ministry...." The
deacons of Acts 6:176 were selected for the special ministry of "waiting,
on-tables,", but functions were'fIexible and one of the deacons, Stephen,
soon assumed another role, that of preacher/teacher (Acts 6:8-15). Only
in 1 Timothy 3:1-10 are "orders" of ministry clearly stated, that of
bisMps and deacons.

P
1

How the understanding of all Christians as ministers was gradually
eroded and how it has been revived at various times in the history of
the churCh are not the subject of this briefimper. Suffice it to say
that the United Methodist Church'now affirms the general ministry of all
Christians (see pars. 301, 401, 19130 Book of Discipline). The represen-
tative ministry--elder and diaconal--is.understood as being called out
of the general ministry for special functions.(pars: 302, 402).

2. The calling of diaconal ministries (deacodt) is essentially
to an enabling ministry for the larger body of Christians (par. 301).
The Greek word frot which "deacon' and related words.are derived means
"service" or "servant." In Acts service was first related to the
meeting of physical needs. Later, the act of enablitig was as assistant
to the priest. In the Reformed tradition Oft. Calvih, deacons were

given the respongibility for caring for the sick and administering alms.
.Often deacons. have been understood a$ inferior to other' ministers, but
such-apparently was not the original intention. A contemporary writer,
J,;`G. Davieso'after considering different formg of the diaconate in the
past, writes: "The djecona"te thereforeis or should be a ministry with
a character of its own and shbuld not be regarded, as is often so, as

an auxiliary function pf a ministry that is set over it".(A Dictionary

of Christian Theology, ed. Alan Richardson (Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1969) p. 87)1 The 198TObok of Discipline recognizes this
special character as being "to help 1k:whole of the membership of the
'Church be engaged in and fulfill its ministry of service"(par. 301).

T q

3. The order Of deacon is an appropriate designation for a
the twentieth century. For want of a better descrtattye word for this

A ministry, professional may be used. That is, persons with s ecific

gifts (rathe than the general gifts considered normative or e ers)

have come to exercise those gifts.in full-time ministries in the church.
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The two earliest to emerge were education and music. Both have grownP

rapidly during pastslecades. There are now in United Methodism 1,066
gersons,certified in education, 325 of whom are also ordained elder, and
583 certified in music, 86, of whom are ordained elder. There are also
persons- certified in such areas as vangelism, business management,
'communications, commulity'worlep3, and other fieldt%

Those engaged,in such full -time ministries cannot in any sense be
considered as partsf the general ministry l in the way in which all
baptized ChristainrIre. These specialized,minisers have been called
out of the general ministry for special, representative ministries. The
service tney do is not identieall withthat which in other periods ofthe
church Hts been recognizetLas the basis for the diaconate, but it is'a
logical extension'of such kinds of service. While church musicians may
also be perforffers., the*, chief ministry is: the enabling of the con-
gregation as a whole and'choirs tn.paricular to engage in and lead in
worship, Edu'ators may (and ought to) do teaching, which itself is a,
kind of' perf mance" ministry, but.thei k. chief call is to enable a
congregation especially through its selected teachers, to be engaged
more intentionally in learning. That is, the calling-of these and other.

.'new ministries is to various kinds o"f service:

Not all of these specialized ministers are qualified for 'the 'diaconate':
'Some--do not meet educational standards and will not wish to do so.
Others are not engaged in full-time professional ministry. Diaconal
ministry is not for the band director who directs a choir, or for the
retired teacherwho has become a part -time director of children's
ministries. -There are others/Who do meet educational quali Olittions or
are willing to do so, and whose intention is to engage n
ministry in the church as/areRresentative minister. The, o .,r of
deacon is an ppproprt0e/destgn-ation both historically an'athzologically .

for those'whcise intention is to engage in a permanent ministry, f love,
.

service, and justice in the churgfa and in,the world.

., .

4. Ordination is historically a more accurate word to designate
4 ministers who are set apart for service than is the word consecration.

Not all communions mouse the word consecration for the.setting apart pf' .

.bishops, but United Methodism does.* The tradttional-word for making
both OAcons and elders is ordination. In United Methodism, deacdns
and elder t are presently ordained in a-two-step procesi, While bishops
are consecrated to an office. v -

. ,

The diaconate; or the permanent jeacOn, must,be recognized as an
order for ordination to be properly used. It has been so recognized'
historic , and there Is, no logical'reason why United Methodism cannot
have bo permanent deacons and deaconi:,who are on the way toordinationG
as an e der:. '

.
,

, \ 4. .

5.. Annual-conference membership for permanent deacons, without a

guaranteed appointment and apart from the itinerancy, is at as radical`
a departure from the present situation as it -may initially seem to be.
Originally there Wa no membership in the conference apart from partici-
pation id the itinerant' ( "travel g ") pastorate.., In the days a JOhn
Wesley's "religious societies," preachers yho wee conference' members

,-.J, .

. %
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had to be availtable for appointment anywhere Mr. WesleyedecideAhey
stYould go. Those 106 cQu1d not do so continued as'localpreadhers,"
of as Astoi's but with no guarantee of an appointment. Ordi-
nation was not required for conferefice membership, and the only'thipg
that the nonordained cduild not do that the ordained did was the admin-
istering of the sacramedts.

n itinerant ministry.in the:iiarly,days of the Methodist.Movement
was waytof being sure that pastoral oversight was available'for all
societies. There were other reasons for it also. For example, an
original letter in Bridwell Library of Southern Methodist University
was Written by John Wesley to Christopher Hopper.. Wesley advises Hopper .

thlt he is to move to Dundee, Scotland, as soon as possible because,
James K4rshaw, the present pastor, has become too popular among the
people of Dundee!

. When American Methodism betame a church in 1784, ordination and
conference membership became two tc'acks in pie system of providing cre-
dentials for Methodist preachers. Ordination provided the mandate for
Word, sacrament, and order; annual conference membership was initiation
into the guild of.preachers ikn a particular location. The conference

V was the association that provided support, finanCial and otherwise, for
the ordained.

During the past fifty y rv, major changes have occurred in the
character of the itinerancy. Congregations now have a much greater ay.

in Who their pastpr will be,and pastors are consulted concerning where
they will be tent. Also, .a new form of ministry has 'arisen, formerly
called "special appointment" and now designated as "extension mihisf6/21
Those in such appointments normally secure their own position or are
offered it by.an extraparish situation. These appointments include )

seminary and college teaching, the armed forces and hospital chaplaincy,
interdenominational positions, and work in United Methodist boards and
agencies, and even non - church - related ministries.

_.

Although. ministers in all of these extension ministries are subject
to the author.tty of the bishops including his or her appointing function,
this authority has increasingly nobeen 4xercised: For all practical
purposes they are not members of the itinerancy, and, in fact y they may'
create problems for the' ishop and the cabinet when they exerftise their
conference right of a guaranteed appointment. A 1980 provision th"at makes
the Division of Chaplains and Related Ministries responsible for providing
general oversight for chaplaint "under endorsement" is another small, but
real, step toward changing the cha4-actei. of a once impregna?le itinerant
ministry (Book of Disciplines, par. 1610.2d).

, -

Permanent deacons as conferhee members *ho negotiate their appoint
ments with the apprpval of the, bishop and the cabinet,(par, 10) would be
in d situation not greatly unlike that of these exAtrion ministries-.-with -

one exception: they would not be guaranteed an appointment as elders in

extension ministry are. We already, have, in fact, several formt of con-

. ference membership to which another would be added: itinerant' members,

.extension'ministry members, probationary members (who may be, associate
members or Awns), aid now we would have,diacondl mgmbersc

t
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This ne01ncitofirmnbenhip would not add a 'large number to annual

conference rolls. 1,64 present the single largest number of diaconal min-

_ .. isters is in the bounds of the Florida Conference-42; the' second largest
number is 40, in New Mexico; and the third, in-North Texas. with 37: Most

.,. -of these Came into diaconal ministry ,under the provision that lay workers

.*1 .
could transfer to the diaconate. Under this provision, some of these '0

m the-largest number .newly consecrated diaconal ministers
persons did not have the educational 7:4.ifications now in place for diaconal
ministers: In 1980

was in the North Carolina Conferenc , with 5; only;one other conference, the

Northwest Texas, had as many as 4. hosecriferences with the largest

number, already consecrated received Oily o Tor, two: Florida, 2; New Mexico', 1 .

. and North Texas, 1. In other,words there appears to be no danger that t

p manent deacons will Overrun the inual conferences. One imOortanedeterring
t factor is that most pastoral ci rges cannot afford)a.second full-time staff

Member. -

)

.

II 4
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'6. Fors permanent deacons to be ordained and adMtptd td.annual COQ
ference memberWp, educational requirements should bekeqUivalent to those
for ordination as elder. This isAtrue'for'seyeral reasons: the basic reason

is that there should be a common educational standard for conference membership --
either a theological schiol echIcation or alternate studies. Such*equivalency

is also Rpcessary for equality of ministerial performance between the two
kinds of representative/ministers (not, of course, that edUcation assures

ministei-la competency!). It likewise provides) the basis on which mutual

respect between, ediars and permanent deacons cah-be built.

But what does "equivalenty" mean? Educational requirements need not

be ideRtical: elders require a broad-b4 ed edutation not only in the
biblical, historical, theologibal, and--dthical fields but also in regard

to the various ministerial functions. associated with pastoral mintstry:

0, Deacons should have a comparable base in the biblical, historical, theo-

Jogical, and ethical fields' but require ministerial competency primarily

in their specialized field. For example, deacolis in the eduCational ministry

do'not,preach, adminiter the sacraments, or,lead-congregational worship.

.Therefore it may well be that the two -year Master of Religious Education

degree can be considered equivaTent to the Master of Divinity degree: This

As not to say that .there are not prbblems'relattil to equivalency: for

example, technical preparation for music ministry is so extensive that fill

equivalency in general theological education is difficult to achieve., For/

.( all deacons, lipwever, equivalencyboth in degree work and in alfehlae

° s)tudie's will freed to be determined. .

7

/ \

. 7. Ordination and, onference membership fO'for* permanentAacons should

be based on the same conditions in ether areas as those which prevail for

the eldership, includiggthe intention of engagang in the full-time diaconate

u on a permanent.basis. Manry of the conditions set forth in pars. 303 -6 of the

198p Book of Dicipline are equivalent to, those for the deacon-elder ordination-

(pars. 403-74 413-8, 422-7): Insofar as' they are not equivalent, they would

need to bech raged.' .

- ,

Theintentionof engaging. in full-time diaconal ministry,

.

on a permanent

- ,basis is listed separa/ery because - professional ministry has not always

involved-this conditiorn. This-is as it should be, for the chUrchneeds

persons who provide specialized service both temporarily and permanently...--.
:. . <

-. 4
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J
The.diaconaite requires a.different level of intentionality, however:
full-time York on a permanent basis.

Intention of permanency does not, of coarse, mean that one is locked
ipto either elder or diaconal ministr,P- I once knew a person who was
ordained elder, admitted into full connection, and "located" at a single
session of an annual conference. Ihave known over the years many seminary-'
graduates who, for various reasons, did not remain in the itinerant ministry,
or did not keep their orders. What intentional permanency does mean'is that
at the time of ordination and adrlission into the conference the'person thinks!
of,him/herself as being in representative ministryfor an indefinite period
for\ life or some major Art of it. . .

. ,

What/must be mad; clear to candidates for the 'permanent diaconate .and
to the church at large is that ordination as a permanent deacon and admission //7
to die annual coinferen.ce is to be taken fully as seriously and to be

;

handled with as much care as ordination to the order of elder. The pro-
visi0 for this process is in placeon the 1980 'Book of Discipline, and
conference boards of diaconal ministry,must ffsess the personal, spiritual,
educatim?al, and church qualifications of can4idates for the_permanent ,

djaconate a.-ktarefully as most conferencebboaft of ordained ministry now
do fOr elders. Indeed, it would seem that at some time in the future
these two boards should be merged with the title of conference board of
ordained ministry,`or conferepce board of representative ministry. Both
of thgetitles will militafe against the common tendeft,y of identifying
ministrwith ordination. The clear statements concerning greral.miniStry
alr ady in the 1980 Book of Discipline.must be preserYed through they
di tinction between general and representative minicry.,

.

On the basis o these seven propositions, with the'conditions stated
herein and with other conditions already in the 1980 Book of Discipline
orito be included therein, I can see no logical or theological reason for
not having a permanent order of deacon, ordained to 16e, service. and
justice, with full membership in the.annual conference. Morgoyer,, the -

weight of positive evidence indicates that we have reached the, time in ,

the United Methodist Church when-,such a step is both :in keeping with the
tradition of the church in general and with the United Methodist Churqh
in particular, and necessary for the well-being of.the Body of lrist.

4
,
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