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The essence of a deacon’s role in the Catholic 
Church can be found in the Greek words from which 
the English word ‘deacon’ is derived – diakonos, or 
servant, and diakonia, or service to others.

“A deacon is an icon of Jesus as servant,” said 
Deacon Frank Iannarino, director of the diocesan 
Office of the Diaconate. “Given the grace of Holy 
Orders, a deacon helps the Church in its ministry of 
Word, Altar, and Charity, helping the bishop fulfill 
his own role as deacon.”

The order of deacon goes back to the earliest days 
of the Church, when seven men were ordained as dea-
cons to serve the community of believers in Jerusalem.  

Today, all men who are ordained priests are first 
ordained as deacons, serving in that role usually for 
a year.  The diaconate also included laymen for the 
Church’s first 500 years or so, but lay deacons es-
sentially disappeared from the Church for the next 
1,500 years or so until the Second Vatican Council 
document Lumen Gentium recommended resto-
ration of the permanent diaconate. 

Pope Paul VI implemented that recommendation 
in 1967. One year later, the permanent diaconate 
was restored in the United States.

“It’s no accident that the diaconate is the first of 
the Holy Orders,” Deacon Iannarino said. “If you 
talk to most deacons in the diocese, they say they 
already had been serving their parish for years, were 
looking for a way to extend that service to the uni-
versal Church, and wanted to help others embrace 
the idea of being servant ministers.”

That’s why Deacon Roger Pry, who on March 
25, 1975, became the first permanent deacon or-
dained for the Diocese of Columbus, was inter-
ested in the diaconate. “I knew I wasn’t called 
to the priesthood, but I wanted to serve God in 
some way,” said Deacon Pry, who in his 43 years 
as a deacon has served Columbus St. Augustine 
Church until 2001 and Canal Winchester St. John 
XXIII Church since then.

Because the Columbus diocese had not started 
a training program for deacons, he began training 
for the diaconate in 1972 in a former seminary near 
Crestline in the Diocese of Toledo. Training for the 
diaconate for the Diocese of Columbus began in 
1974 at Sacred Heart Seminary in Shelby, with the 
program being transferred to the Pontifical College 
Josephinum in Columbus in 1982.

“In those days, people had many questions con-
cerning what a deacon could do – whether he was 
able to bless things, for instance,” Deacon Pry said. 
Deacons indeed can bless religious items; more sig-
nificantly, they also can preside at baptisms, mar-
riages, and funerals, with pastoral permission. At 
Mass, they lead the community in the penitential act 
(“Lord, have mercy”), preach, lead the Prayer of the 
Faithful, accept and prepare the gifts of bread and 
wine at the altar, invite the community to express the 
Sign of Peace, assist in distribution of the Eucharist, 
and dismiss the community.

On the altar, they are recognizable by their dis-

tinctive vestment, the dalmatic, a long, wide-sleeved 
tunic given that name because of its origins in Dal-
matia, now part of Croatia.

“Even after 43 years, people still are uncertain 
about what a deacon can do,” Deacon Pry said. 
“Earlier this summer, I was the only clergy member 
one night at Vacation Bible School at my church. 
People asked ‘How can he have a wife and kids?’ 
not realizing deacons can be married. People also 
don’t understand that because they have taken a vow 
of chastity, deacons generally are not free to remarry 
if they are widowed, unless they obtain special per-
mission from the Vatican.”

Deacon Iannarino, who also is religious educa-
tion director at Columbus Bishop Watterson High 
School, says there are 107 permanent deacons or-
dained for the Diocese of Columbus, some of whom 
serve in other dioceses. Applicants for the diaconate 
can be between 32 and 60 years old. The diocese’s 
current deacons range in age from 39 to 93.

One of the two oldest deacons is Deacon Tom 

Johnston, who was ordained in 1985 and retired 
in 2015, serving at Columbus St. Joseph Cathedral 
for his entire diaconal career. He also was associate 
director of the Office of the Diaconate from 1987-
2004, and, like Deacon Pry, taught for more than 30 
years in the Columbus public schools. 

“After a deacon turns 70, he has to tell the bishop 
each year whether he wishes to continue,” Deacon 
Johnston said. ”I wasn’t ordained until I was 60, but 
I was fortunate enough to be in good health for many 
years, allowing me to continue. 

“Finally in 2015, I got a letter from Bishop (Fred-
erick) Campbell asking me to come to his office for 
a talk. He said people had noticed some things about 
me that caused them concern, so I agreed to retire 
because I had taken a vow of obedience. I still min-
ister pastorally, but not liturgically.”

Deacon Johnston describes the diaconate as “a 
ministry of encounter, where you get to talk about 
Jesus and the Catholic Church in everyday ways and 
places a priest often doesn’t have the chance to get 

to.” He also said being a deacon is “a constant re-
minder of the gift of service you have been given. 
Jesus says, ‘I come to serve, not to be served.’ In a 
humble way, I try to live that out.”

He also said one of the great satisfactions of being 
a deacon has been the chance to preside at weddings 
of many of his 10 grandchildren, as well as baptisms 
among his family and extended family.   

Asked what he would tell a man expressing a 
potential interest in the diaconate, he said, “If he’s 
thinking about it, he’s already active in the Church. 
I would say ‘Keep doing what you’re doing, talk to 
the pastor, and pray.’”   

Deacon Iannarino said that in most cases, includ-
ing his own, people recognize active Catholic lay-
man with the potential to be a deacon and tell them 
to consider the diaconate. That was the case with 
Deacon Jim Kelly, who was ordained in 2008 and 
has served at Reynoldsburg St. Pius X Church or the 
past 10 years.

“A number of people whom I really trusted said 

I should think about becoming a deacon,” he said. 
“So I took the necessary preliminary classes, put in 
an application, and began my four years of diaconal 
training in 2004.”

Formation classes for the diaconate are on a four-
year cycle. A new class of 10 candidates began its 
cycle this year, so there will not be another class un-
til 2022.

“I have been so blessed in my life, so I ultimately 
decided I would try studying for the diaconate. But 
that didn’t come without a lot of long, hard thought 
of every reason I shouldn’t do it. That included the 
example of my father,” a deacon ordained in 1979 
and serving in Parkersburg, West Virginia, Deacon 
Kelly said. “I thought ‘My kids are too young.’ He 
reminded me that his kids, including me, were about 
the same age when he was in diaconal training.”

Deacon Kelly, deputy director for research and 
drafting at the Ohio Legislative Services Commis-
sion, said what he enjoys most about being a dea-
con is “walking with people in their faith, wheth-

er through RCIA, presiding at Catholic marriage 
ceremonies and those in which civil marriages are 
validated by the Church, delivering Communion at 
hospitals and homes, or just talking to people after 
Mass and hearing what’s on their minds. The people 
I minister to also minister to me as I see the depth of 
their faith.

“Probably my biggest challenge comes in prepar-
ing for the homilies I deliver on certain Sundays. 
There’s a strong awareness that your task is to break 
open the Word of God. This is something I always 
take seriously in the hope that through the Holy 
Spirit, what I say will plant a seed that will grow. 
Once I deliver the homily, it’s out of my hands. It’s 
the Holy Spirit’s work.”

Deacon Kelly and the other deacons interviewed 
for this story all stressed the importance of having a 
strong, supportive family in allowing them to fulfill 
their calling. A deacon’s wife has to be a practicing 
Catholic.

“Knowing that your wife and children are back-
ing you up is indispensable,” he said. “As a deacon, 
your first vocation is to be a husband and father. If 
the family isn’t on board, your second vocation (to 
the diaconate) won’t work. Sometimes I have to be 
away from home or leave my job and head straight 
for church. They understand this, and they contribute 
to whatever success I have as a deacon by their pa-
tience and willingness to share me with the Church.” 

“You (deacons) are part of two worlds,” Bishop 
Frederick Campbell said last year as he delivered 
the keynote speech to the National Association of 
Diaconate Directors convention in Columbus. “You 
are clerics – there is no such thing as a lay deacon 
– but you also have a profession and are part of a 
world in which your faith commitments may not be 
widely shared. So understand what a deacon is and 
what a vocation to the diaconate is about. … A dea-
con is not a ‘junior varsity priest,’ as I’ve heard in 
some descriptions.”

Bishop Campbell has been a strong supporter of 
the diaconate throughout his 13 years as shepherd of 
the Diocese of Columbus and the five years before 
that when he was auxiliary bishop of St. Paul-Min-
neapolis. He was chair of the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops’ committee on the diaconate from 
2004-06 and authored the foreword to the confer-
ence’s directory on the formation, ministry and life 
of permanent deacons.

 Deacon Iannarino said that when talking to pro-
spective candidates for diaconal training and to their 
wives, he is looking for “a mature person, specifi-
cally for a self-starter. I don’t want to force-feed this 
guy. He has to have integrity, a sense of both holi-
ness and wholeness or balance in his life, generosity 
for service, and good health. He has to work with 
people and to be able to preach, listen, and be ac-
cepted by others. When I’m considering someone, I 
ask people if they think that person would be a good 
deacon.”

Prospective deacons, also known as inquirers, 
must be endorsed by the pastor of their home par-
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In 1968, after the close of the Second 
Vatican Council, the Roman Catholic 
bishops of the United States requested 
the restoration of the diaconate as a 
permanent order in this country. 

Among the reasons for the request 
were that the many diaconal ministries 
already present would be enriched 
and strengthened by the sacramental 
grace of Holy Orders; a new group of 
devout,  competent men would be en-
listed in the church’s ministry; chari-
table and liturgical services would be 
extended in rural and urban communi-
ties; and the official and sacramental 
presence of the church would be pro-
vided in communities where priests 
were not readily available.

Pope Paul VI responded favorably 
to the request, but it was not until 
1972 that he issued the apostolic let-
ter Ad Pascendum, establishing norms 
for restoration of the diaconate around 
the world. Because the apostolic letter 
was not released until 1972, Bishop 
Clarence Elwell of Columbus decided 
not to proceed with restoration of the 
diaconate as a permanent order in the 
diocese.

Bishop Elwell died in February 

1973 and was succeeded by Bishop 
Edward Herrmann, who initiated the 
program in the diocese by appointing 
Father Ralph Huntzinger as its first 
director. Father Huntzinger began to 
initiate the formation slowly and was 
succeeded in 1976 by Father Thomas 
Shonebarger, who began to develop 
the order through his assignment as 
diocesan vocations director.

Under Father Huntzinger and Fa-
ther Shonebarger, any candidate in-
terested in becoming a permanent 
deacon had to travel and study with 
the deacon candidates of  the Diocese 
of Toledo on one weekend a month 
at Sacred Heart Seminary in Shelby, 
approximately 120 miles northeast of 
Columbus. The formation program 
was a two-year process. The first two 
permanent deacons of the diocese, 
Deacons Roger Pry and Jack Rankin, 
were ordained in the spring and fall of 
1975, respectively.

The training took place in Shelby 
until 1982, where the program was 
transferred to the Pontifical College 
Josephinum under the direction of 
Father Joseph Hendricks, who estab-
lished the Diaconate School of Theol-

ogy for the diocese. The school later 
was directed by Father John Cody, 
with Deacon Joe Farry as associate 
director, until 1990. 

By this time, approximately 50 
deacons had been ordained over a 
16-year period. Bishop James Grif-
fin, who succeeded Bishop Hernnann, 
placed a moratorium on new entrants 
while the program was evaluated and 
restructured.

In 1992, Bishop Griffin appointed 
Deacon Frank Iannarino as diocesan 
director of the diaconate and estab-
lished the Office of the Diaconate, 
which maintains a central location for 
diocesan diaconal administration and 
study at The Catholic Center in down-
town Columbus.

Under Deacon Iannarino and the 
newly established diocesan Diaconal 
Council, the formation process was 

studied; the course of study was re-
written; and the formation program 
was re-established in 1993. According 
to the current Guidelines for Deacons 
in the Diocese of Columbus, the for-
mation process is based on a four-year 
cycle, with each class being ordained 
before a new class of candidates be-
gins formation.

The Diaconate School of Theology 
continues to exist at the Josephinum, 
where it maintains all formation and 
academic classes under the direc-
tion of the bishop of Columbus, who 
serves as vice chancellor of the Jose-
phinum. The formation  process has 
a well-developed inquiry, aspirancy, 
candidacy, and post-ordination com-
ponent reflecting the Vatican’s 1998 
Basic Norms for the Formation of 

History of the diaconate in COlumbus
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Bishop Frederick Campbell presents the Book of the Gospels to Deacon Ronald  
Onslow at his ordination in 2016 at St. Joseph Cathedral.       CT file photos by Ken Snow

Deacon Marion Smithberger proclaims the Gospel at the cathedral.



Permanent Deacons and Directory 
for the Ministry and Life of Perma-
nent  Deacons.

In 2005, Bishop Griffin was suc-
ceeded by Bishop Frederick Campbell, 
who was chairman of the committee on 
the diaconate for the U.S. Conference 
of Catholic Bishops and had helped 
author and wrote the foreword for 
the 2004 National  Directory for the 

Formation, Ministry and Life of Per-
manent Deacons in the  United Stales. 
Soon after his appointment as bishop, 
he began to implement the directory’s 
guidelines throughout the diocese.

The Josephinum, as the center for 
diaconal studies throughout the Unit-
ed States, hosts various summer in-
stitutes related to the directory. The 
Josephinum also houses the office of 
the National Association of Deacon 
Directors; publishes a theological 

journal on the diaconate; and main-
tains the Josephinum distance learn-
ing program to enhance online classes 
for deacons throughout the world.

With ordination of the 12-member 
class of 2016, the Diocese of Colum-
bus has 107 permanent deacons. It  
has 10  deacon candidates in their sec-
ond year of formation who hope to be 
ordained in 2020. Although a few of 

the deacons are retired and a handful 
work full-time in parishes or schools, 
the majority have jobs in the secular 
world and work in parishes, hospitals, 
schools, and prisons at other times. 

AIthough they assist the bishop 
and parish priests in proclaiming the 
Word, administering sacraments, and 
assisting in charitable works, they are 
most importantly an image of the Ser-
vant Jesus to the church throughout 
the world.
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Deacon Dan Hann displays the Book of the Gospels at London St. Patrick Church. 

Deacon Joseph Checca baptizes an infant at Columbus St. James the Less Church.

ish and be willing to serve the diocese 
somewhere other than that parish, if 
needed. They also must at some point 
have completed six prerequisite class-
es in Scripture, philosophy, theology, 
and Church history at an accredited 
Catholic college. Fulfilling that re-
quirement or having a theology degree 
does not guarantee acceptance into the 
diocesan Diaconate School of Theol-
ogy.

Applications for a new diaconate 
class are accepted at least one year 
before the start of its four-year cy-
cle. Since the current cycle began this 
year, 2021 is the next year men of the 
diocese can apply to be part of a class. 

The first-year of the diaconate 
school’s cycle is known as the aspiran-
cy period. During this time, all neces-
sary forms are completed, including a 
criminal background check and hav-
ing a deacon candidate complete the 
diocesan Protecting God’s Children 
program if he has not already done so. 

Each candidate also takes a set of 
psychological inventories and partic-
ipates in an interview with a counsel-
ing professional. He (and his wife, if 
needed) also take part in a series of 
extended interviews conducted by the 
Office of the Diaconate. A team of 
clergy and laypersons evaluates the 
prospective deacon. The bishop of 
Columbus ultimately makes the de-
cision on whether a man is accepted 
as a candidate for ordination to the 
diaconate.

Once a man is accepted into the 
Diaconate School of Theology, there 
is no guarantee he will be ordained a 
deacon. Like the formation program 
for a seminarian, the diaconate for-
mation program is a period of dis-
cernment. The candidate may find as 
he learns more about himself and the 
diaconate that he is not called to or-
dained ministry. 

Periodic evaluation of each man by 
his pastor and teachers, in addition 
to regular self-evaluation, allows the 
formation staff to assist each individ-
ual in the discernment process. These 
may result in either the student or the 
formation faculty suggesting that the 
formation relationship be ended.

The four years of formation for the 
diaconate are not only academic, but 
also spiritual and ministerial. A man 
in diaconate formation meets regular-
ly with a spiritual director. He and his 
wife also develop a mentoring rela-

tionship with members of the diacon-
ate community. 

Diaconal candidates, following the 
same path as men studying for the 
priesthood, are installed in the minis-
tries of reader and acolyte in due time 
following their acceptance as candi-
dates. 

Before each installation, they take 
part in ministry projects in their par-
ish which are related to the deacon’s 
threefold ministry of Word, Sacra-
ment, and Charity.

Classes for the Diaconate School 
of Theology take place at the Pontifi-
cal College Josephinum in the winter, 
spring, and fall. 

During the summer of their second 
through fourth years of formation, dea-
con candidates go on retreat and take 
part in individual assessments and con-
ferences. The fourth-year conference is 
an individual interview with the bishop.

At the end of the fourth year of for-
mation and before ordination, a candi-
date must sign an oath of freedom and 
a profession of faith and formally peti-
tion to be ordained, saying he is about 
to receive the order of the diaconate 
freely and of his own accord. A mar-
ried candidate’s spouse also must sign 
a statement of consent. Unmarried 
candidates are required to take a vow 
of celibacy. Ordination of deacons for 
the Diocese of Columbus in recent 
years has taken place at the cathedral 
in late November.

“If you are thinking of studying for 
the diaconate, there are some ques-
tions you may want to ask, including 
whether God is calling you to a spe-
cial life of service in the Church, how 
being a deacon would affect your wife 
and family, whether you already are 
doing diaconal ministry, and whether 
you are able to make the time commit-
ment necessary to prepare for ordina-
tion,” Deacon Iannarino said.

“Asking questions like these is of-
ten the beginning of discernment. You 
will find it helpful to talk to your pas-
tor or another deacon who have gone 
through this discernment process. 
Prayer and spiritual direction are also 
an integral part of the journey. 

“If you feel you might be called to 
the diaconate, I would be happy to 
have the opportunity to speak with 
you. Write me an email at fiannari-
no@columbuscatholic.org or contact 
me at the diaconate office at (614) 
241-2545.“
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