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Certain words have entered into the vocabulary of Roman Catholics in recent years which have 
had a tremendous impact on our understanding of what it means to be a member of the 
Christian community today. Three such words would be "vocation," "ministry," and "ordination." !
In the past, the word "vocation" would describe the response a young person would give to a 
consideration of religious life and/or priesthood. This term has been broadened to include today 
the response every Christian gives to the lifestyle a woman or man might choose as a single 
person, a married person, or a religious and/or priest. Each choice is a response to the call 
given to each Christian to follow the challenge offered to each individual whereby each person is 
asked to bring the presence of Christ into the world today. Living out that response is living out 
our Christian vocation. !
Ministry is a word that is used a great deal in the Church today. In its broadest sense, ministry is 
the service we offer to others in the name of Christ. All people, by reason of baptism, are called 
to ministry. Some ministries in the Church are publicly recognized and even ritualized by public 
ceremonies such as the commissioning of Special Ministers of the Eucharist. The Church today 
is looking at ways in which other ministries in the Church might receive similar recognition such 
as the ministry of catechetics and the ministry of music. !
Ordination is a specific form of ministry. Ministry does not demand ordination, but ordination 
does presume ministry. There are no anonymous ordinations, nor do ordinations happen by 
assimilation, by self-acclamation, by proxy or by default. Ordination is the celebration of the 
sacrament of Holy Orders whereby a person is received into a ministerial order of deacons, 
priests or bishops. We are most accustomed to the ordination of a priest which occurs after an 
extensive period of spiritual and theological formation. Though the whole Christian community 
shares in the priesthood of Christ and has a ministerial vocation, it is the ordained person's 
responsibility to coordinate, specify, articulate, and oversee this broader ministerial effort of all 
the baptized. The ordained person becomes a symbolic focus for the entire community with an 
accountability to that community through the stewardship that is exercised and lived. !
Ordination creates a specific set of relationships for the ordained person. The role and 
responsibility of the ordained person is different than the role and responsibility of others in the 
Christian community. The Reverend Nathan Mitchell, O.S.B. some years ago reflected on the 
above distinctions and maintained that to smudge or obliterate the distinction of roles in the 
Christian community is finally self-defeating because it leaves everyone - ordained and non-
ordained alike - in an amorphous, roleless condition. In any community, the failure of adequate 
role distinction and the absence of a credible, symbolic center results in massive social 
dislocations. Father Mitchell maintains that "a Church without a 'holy order' diverts itself into a 
collection of ecclesiastical drifters." 
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In August, 1968, the Holy See approved a plan submitted by the Bishops in the United States for 
the restoration of the permanent diaconate in our country. A permanent diaconate program in a 
diocese needs the permission and endorsement of the local Bishop and it would only be a part 
of the diocesan ministry when it fulfills a need and provides candidates with a sound theological 
and spiritual program. Though begun in our own Diocese some years ago, and after the 
ordination to the permanent diaconate of four candidates, I believe that for the moment, the 
development of ministry at the parochial level is a greater priority which will take time, effort and 
energy before the diaconate program is restored which emphasizes a special ministry of service 
in a diocesan Church. I look forward to the day soon when a formal program for candidates to 
the permanent diaconate might be re-introduced into our Diocese. !
I pray that our understanding and appreciation of the realities of vocation, ministry and 
ordination will help us respond to the challenge we all share of advancing the Kingdom of God 
among us. 
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