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.THE NEW TESTAMENT TEACHING CONCERNING THE DIACONATE
PREAMBLE

The fact that this subjecct appears on the agenda of this Conference
of PFaith and Ethics, s .in itself significant. Many questions have been
asked in recent years concerning the functions and ordination of. the dia-
conate. It 1s, therefore, an encouraging chtor to know that we are seek-

require constqnt Bible stEdy, and sharing of our understandlng of Scriptures
within the Brotherhood."

Another problem that faces us is,.why are these questlons belng asked?
What is it that we ‘really want to know-about the New Testament teaching
concerning the diacenate? "Are we implying that we have not understood what
the Scripture says? Are we suggesting that the many papers presented in
the past are not in accord with the Scriptures? (See attached 1list.) Are
we possibly acknowledging an openness to. new and more light upon the Scrip-
ture which we have always used for our guidelines? Or are we looklng for
an escape from the.established pattern of the diaconate in our churches?
Are we seeking to justify new trends and condemn the old, or condemn the
new and justify the 0ld? Are we secking a uniform pattern of the diaconate
to which every church and every given situation must adhere? "Have we pos-
sibly failed to recognize that every mihistry must be progressive, and that
the office of the diaconate is permanent, but the mlnlstry can change as
the need demands?

To find answérs, we W1ll have to be as obgectlve as possible, willing
to relinquish traditional views and prayerfully consider new ideas, and at
the same time maintain a scripturally sound basis. What we need is the
unity of the Spirit, more than a unity of pattern.

Permit me at this time to give credit to the various sources listed in
the bibliography from which I have drawn much of the information found in
this paper. Some of the work that has been done on this subject can hardly .
be improved upon, and certainly this paper is not an attempt to do so, but
rather an effort to present in simple form the New Testament teaching con-
cerning the diaconate, to form a basis for an open and frank discussion.

THE USE OF THE WORD DEACON

If we are to understand the New Testament teaching concerning the dea-
con, we need to know something about the use of the word deacon. It is of
interest to note that the King James version of the New Testament uses the
word only a few times (Philippians 1:1, I Timothy 3:8, 10, 12, 13). The

1. Victor Adrian, The Ministry of the Deacon, article in The Voice of the
M. B. Bible College, Vol. XIV, No. 6, 1965, p. 4
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word deacon is derived from the Greeck work diakonos. Abcording to the
Greek-English lexicon, it means a servant, waiting man, a messenger. In
time this term came to denote any kind of service. This development is
noticed already in the New Testament. To illustrate this point, we do well
to quote Brother R. M. Baerg in his paper, "The Scriptural Pattern of the
Diaconate”. - '

"The English word M"deacon" is seldom used as a trans-
itive verb. Disregarding the fact that the word "deacon"
is not used as a transitive verb, let us use the word in
the varlous ways in which it is used in the Greek to show

~ something of its meaning in the New Testament. "The Son
~of Man came not to be deaconed but to deacon, and to give
his life a ransom for many" (Matt. 20: 28). "I am among

you as one that deacons" (Luke 22:27). "If any man dea-
cons me" (John 12:26). "It is not reason that we should

Ieave the Word of God and deacon tables" Acts 6: 2).
"Let them deacon" (I Peter 4:11). Martha was cumbered
about much deaconing" (Luke 18:40). "Now this I say that
Christ was a deacon of the circumcision for the truth of
God" (Rom. 15:8). Speaking of the wicked emperor, among
other OfflClRlS of government, the apostle says, "For he
~ is & deacon of God to thee_for~good" (Bom. 13:4). Paul
2. -calls himself and Apollos deacons when he says, "Who then
- is Paul? and who is Apollos, but deacons by whom ye be-
lieved?" (I Cor. 3:5). Phebe was a deacon (Rom. 16:1).
Concerning angels we read, "Are they not all ministering
spirits sent forth to a deaconship for them?" (Heb. 1:14).
_ As a noun diakonos occurs thirty times and is trans-
lated "minister", "servant", and "deacon". (See Matt. 20:
28; Mark 9:35; Phil. 1:113; I Tim. 3:8, 12). The noun
diakonia occurs thirty-five times and is translated "Min-
istry", "relief", "ministering", "service", and "minis-
tration". The verb diakoneu found thirty-seven times in
~.the New Testement is translated - "ministered","serve",
"admlnlstered" ,“And "use the office of the deacon". From
all the various uses of the noun and its cognates, we ob-
serve that the bgsic idea is the same; it is service, help,
subordination."

THE ORIGIN OF THE DIACONATE

The origin of the office of the diaconate cannot be conclusively de-
termined. Various theories have been advocated, but in actual fact, the
origin is not of prime importance. The portion of Scripture generally used
as the basis for our view of its origin is Acts chapter six. "Dr. E. G,
Robinson did not regard the election of the seven in Acts 6:1-4 as marking
the origin of the diaconate, though he thought thc diaconate grew out of

2. R. M;“Baerg, The Scriptural Pattern of the Diaconate, paper,
ppo 1-2-
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the election." 3 Lightfoot, one of the greatest authoritics on this question,
sees no reason for relating the origin of the diaconate to any other event

than thet the urgency of the times required a particular work and thet the, nar-
rative in the Acts implies that the office thus created was entirely new."

It is of interest to note that the word "deacon" does not appear in Acts 6

and neither are the elected seven called deacons anywhere in the Scriptures.
Although the seven were not called deacons in Acts, their work was actually
that involved in.the meaning-of the word "deacon". The important thing for

us to-.note is that regardless of what the origin was, the New Testament makes
it obvious that the diaconate was an established office in the early Ohristian
church. New Testament Scripture does not seek to prove the existence of the
office, but neither does it question the existence. Paul's reference to them
in Phil. 1:1 and the outline of thei r qualifications in I Tim. 3 take for
granted the existence of_the diaconate. --That the office- of-the -diaconate forms
a vital part of our church structure hqs naver serlously been questloned by

the Mennonlte Brethren.

TﬂE Q lﬁlgﬁﬂlgﬂﬁ THE DEACON

BASIC. PRINCIPLES - ° ’ i :gmm;fmwj“

IS 1

When we come  to deal with the qualifications of the diaconate, we need
to ask the question, "Who is the deacon? To find the answer, we need to dis-
cover principles laid down in the New Testament._'
1. A principle derived from the meaning of the word itself. First, we would
say that he is a minister. As already indicated, the noun and verb forms of
the word "deacon" in the Greek are used over one hundred times, and are trans--
lated to mean such things as "minister", "servant”, "ministry", "relief",
"service", "serve", and other similar words. ‘
2. The pr1n01ple ‘that the deacon is one who serves in an admlnlstratlve cap-
acityw. -The apostles asked for someone whom they could "app01nt over the
business". - - Y S
3. A principle based on eleetion and ordination. Our concept of the deacon
is that he is somcone who has -been duly elected and possibly ordained by the
church to that office. This principle is very obviously laid out in Acts 6.
Therefore, we could say that a deacon is someone who holde office- upan “the
approval by the church.
4. The -principle “that the deacon is one who is chosen out from among . ‘the . ,
members of the congregation. The twelve apostles called the brethren of the
congregation: together and said, "Brethren, look ye out among you". This / »
obviously implies that the deacon must be one who is a Christian and a member :
of the church who chooses him. The apostles laid down a basic principle here,
nemely that the congregation has the democratic right to make its own choice .
in regards to the deacon. The church early in its history faced-a social
problemy, and it is noteworthy that when we look at the names of the seven
men that were chosen that they were the people of that segment that brought

3. A. H. Strong, Systemetlc Theology, Phlladelphle, The Judson Press,
1961, p. 917 v

4. J. B. Lightfoot,: Saint Paul's Eplstle to the Philippians, London:
Macmillan Company Limited, 1927, p. 198 o
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forth a complaint concerning the widows. In other words, the men who- were
- chosen to do the job were familiar with the circumstances and understood
the situation. One very basic qualification of a deacon, therefore, appears
to be that he be one from among the people, familiar with the tradition and
culture 2nd the current needs of the people to be served. '
5. The principle taught in Acts 6 that the deacon is one who is called upon
to handle emergency situations. One of the greatest qualifications of any
deacon is his availability for any given situation. 4 deacon should not be
made immobile by a stringent framework imposed upon him. "Hi§ ministry must
be flexible enough to serve when emergencies arise within the church and its
area of service.
6. The principle that the deacon is to look after areas of neglect.
Individuals or groups of individuals may be neglected in a church, spirit-
~ 7 ually, socially, or even economlcally. The deacon is responsiblé to see
~that these areas of weakness in the church are properly regulated and, rec-
tifidd. ‘Neglect should be noticed, not ‘necessarily brought to the deacon's
attention.
T ,Tbe.pr1n01ple of equallty .in the congregation. We ask_again, Who is the
deacon? We answer with this statement, that he is an ordinary member of
the church who meets given qualifications and is entrusted to respdnsible
office by the church, who has come to rccognize these qualifications in him.
" He is one of and with the- congregatlon whose personality and" 1nf1uence is
of more s1gn1flcanhe in his ministry than the office he fills.

BASIC QUALIFICATIONS

o ““’A study of Aicts 6 3 ‘indicates that there are ~three’ ba51c quallflcatlons.
namely (1) Christian character, (2) being filled with the Holy Spirit, and
(3) practical wisdom. " These may broadly be spelled out in terms of Chris-
" tian ‘¢haracter, (‘Above all suspicion), men of wisdom (practicability and
fi* efficiency in their office) and men filled with the Holy Spirit (gndowed
"~ for the task by the Holy Spirit, submissive, . sober, dedicated. )"

“

”TREQUISITE CHARACTERISTICS

In I Timothy 3 we are given the requisite characteristics of the dea-
con. ‘The first thing that comes.to us in this portion of Scripture is that
the qualifications for the diaconate are similiar to that of the Bishop,
except that the ability to teach and by sound doctrine to. exhort and con-
vince the galnsayers, are especially required of the blShOp, and not of
the deacon.

1. The deacon must be grave, that is, respcctable, becoming the dignity of
the man. He must be a man who inspires respect by his conduct and deport-
ment. Such gravity becomes all Christians, but especially those who are in
office.

2. The deacon is not to be double-tongued. This is a new qualification

not found in the list given for bishops. "They were to be straight. The
Greek is, that they must not be dilogos, which means speaking with two
voices, saying one thing to one, and another thing to another. 4 deacon

5. idrian, The Ministry of the Deacon, p. 8




in his going from hovse to house and his dealing with those'who need it
and those who request charity has to be a straight man. .gain and again
.he would be tvmpﬁeg to evade issues by a little timely hypocrisy and
~smooth speaking.” To bz aouble~tongued comes from a double heart. Flat-
terers and slandercrs are double-tongued. The double tongue also suggests
the breaking of corfidence. [ deacon is one who can be trusted with the
most confidential matters of any one in every area of life. Deacons must
not allow themselves to become receptacles or vehicles of scandsl and de-
traction. Their speech to rich and poor alike must be perfectly sincere.
3. Nob given to much wing 1= n qualification that possibly does not need
much emphasis in our circles, but the danger of the temptation is always
there. Winc is a disrupter and unfits men for business, and also opens the
door to many other iemptations. This speaks also of moder:ution. Every
deacon should ve an -cxauple of moderatlon, partlcularly so0 in our present
affluent church.
4. He is not to he ereedy of filthy lucre. When lucre is the price for
. doing wrong, it is filthy. When lucre is sought on occasions where none is
.-due, it is filthy, and when the desire of even just gain is excessive, it
ceases to be clean. This characteristic would especially be bad in the dea-
con, who is entrusted with the church's goods and money for distribution.
If he is covetous and greedy of filthy lucre, he would be tempted to:em-
bezzle it and convert it to his own use. : :
5. He is to_hold the mystery of faith in a pure conscience. The real truth
of the gospel is to be preserved from error and delusion. 4 deacon must
be filled wish a lowe for truth. The fact that this guarding of the faith
is to be done in a pure conscience teaches us thet orthodoxy without per-
sonal holiness is of liitle worth. A deacon must be motivated by-love in
his contention for tae faith.
6. It is further required that he be proved before;put 1nto office. His
general character as described in verses 8 and 9 must not be taken upon
loose hearsay, but must be put to the test by examination, by inquiry,
and then, if found blameless. he is to be admitted to serve as deacon. It
is necessary that he be found fit for the business he is to be entrusted
- with. His soundn:ss of judgment, zeal for Christ and the blamelessness of
”walk must, be proved. Acts 6 does not appear to allow for a long period of
examination betwefn clection and ordination. The admonltlon of Paul to
Timothy, "L?y 1ands suddenly on no man" needs to be heeded, but the pro-
longed term as practiced in our churches appears to, have no scrlptural basis.
.The early church recognized the nccessary quallflcatlons before the election.
Our practice ssems to suggest that we hope these will manlfest themselves
after the elaction. _
7. The deacon must be the busband of one wife. Divorce and re-marriage
or having more than one wife is out of the guestion. The husband-wife
relationship must be such that it will not reflect upon the ministry neg-
atively, bub rather be an example of the love relationship that--should ex-
ist between husband and wifc. The brief llstlng of the qualifications of
the deacon's wife implies-that she should be a sympathct;c and understand-

ing woman willing to assist in the work.

6. W. Barclay, The ILetters to Timothy, Titus, Philemon; Edinburgh, The

¥i o
Saint 4ndrew Press, 1962, ». 93

7o , The Pulpit Comrsntary, Vol. XXI, Grand Rapids,
W. B. Terdman's Publishing yompany? 1962, p. 53
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8. He must also be one who is capibic of ruling the children #nd tine
house well. In other words, he must have respect as a father and the
ability ®f management in a household. h

This formidable list shows how closely the diaconate was allied to the
authority and oversight of the pastor, and to all the spiritual interests
of the church. The one thing lying at the centre of these qualifications
is Christian character, tested and confirmed. "In his description of the
diaconate, Paul did not consider young manhood or advanced life. Maturity
of character, wisdom, sound judgment, fixed relationships in life both
domestic and socially, tried and confirmed godliness - these are the traits
Paul defines. Such men as possess these qualifications regardless of their
physical age, are to be selected by the church, that confidence may be
placed in them, that they may wisely administer the affairs of the church,
whatever they_may be. But Paul's words describe the qualifications, not

" his duties."

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE DEACON

It is a fairly widely accepted fact that different qualifications

point to different functions, and that the functions may vary from time

to time to meet existing needs. But it is also evident that we cannot de- .
duce a definition of the specific duties of the diaconate from the descrip-
tion of qualifications for the office. It is significant to note that there
is an absence in the scriptures of a specific list of duties of the deacon.
We may therefore draw the conclusion that these duties and functions were to
be determined by the conditions that developed with the change of time and
program. It is assumed that the duties of the deacon are defined in the
sixth chaptcr of 4cts, but since the service of the seven-was to meet on
immediate and temporary emergency, it is rather difficult to describe the
specific duties of the diaconate for later church periods from this chapter.

The itemized qualifications given earlier indicate that the functions

of the deacon had expanded over the y.ars. i4lthough the qualifications
should never change, the ministry of any office should be progressi?e.

"That there was flexibility in their service, and latitude in their per-
formance of their functions, is evidenced by the fagt that Stephen became
noted as a preacher, and Philip as an evangelist." If we adhere to the
letter of iActs 6 in respect to the serving at tables, then we no longer
have an extensive need for the deacon in our churches. We can, however,
clearly imply from .Acts 6 that the functions. and dutics of the diaconate
deal with the administrative duties and caring for the temporalities of the
church, but that they are not restrictcd to this. These duties must be
looked upon as spiritual as well as temporal. Deacons represent Christ

in his office of mercy, and the exercise of mercy certainly entails the
consoling of the distresscd. It is not unusual for char}By, so-called,

. to be administered in a cold and even haughty manner." -. Hence, the

high qualifications of being filled with the Spirit and of Christian

8. Baerg, The Scriptural Pattern of the Diaconate, pp. 3-4

9. 0. L. Shelton, The Church Functioning Effectively, St. Louis, The
Bethany Press, 1958, p. 26 ’

10. R. B. Ruiper, The Glorious Body of Christ, Grand Rapids, W. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., p. 154
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cnaracter.

4n intended principle of icts 6 seems to be that what a deacon is to
do depends partly upon what the church determires thnt he should do. One
thing is obvious, namely, that the limited functions of the deacon in many
cases is a detriment to the office. For the deacon to be successful, he
must know what his job is, and what it entails. The very nature of the
name implies that the deacon is to do something. He js éléctéd to a prog-
ram of hard work, and a good part of this program cannot be itemized or des-
ignated as a constitutional function, but must be worked out by the deacon
on the basis of his own initiative and personality in an informal manner.
Looking pious and being prominent will not suffice. The first group of
seven went to work.

In order to detcrmine what the deacon is to do, we face several quest-
ions. What and where are the current existing needs in the church? How
can the people with the stated qualifications minister to these needs?
Should some former functions be dropped to give room for new ones?

AREAS OF FUNCTION

To try to answer the above questions, we need to find practical app<
lication for the principles given in the New Testament. Unless we take a
positive and progressive position as far as the deacon's functions are con<
cerned, we stand in danger of developing an organizational structure in our
church that not only serves no purpose, but is a hindrance in’ the building
and in the maintenance of the Lord's work in the local church. Several
broad areas of responsibility can be arrived at. ' : 3
1. The deacon functions in a visitation ministry. To be effective, every
deacon should have a specific visitation assignment so that all members
are regularly and systematic~lly visited. Thétré ought-to-be.a constant
moving of the deacon among the people. Visitation does much to help de-
tect areas of neglect. This visitation program should extend through the
entire year. There should never ‘beia time in the church where the deacon
is not freely moving among the people.. No one ought to see the problems
of the church better and more quickly than the deacon in the church. In
this regard, the deacon should be looked upon as assuming pastoral res-
ponsibilities and spiritual leadership. The pastor cannot visit every
home regularly if the membership is sizeable. If the membership is to
receive a visit every year or two, then the pastor cannot give enough
time to study and to prayer and to the preaching of the Word. This cer-
tainly relates itself to the principle put down. in .cts 6.

The New Testament deacon had a work tordo with reference to the mem-
bership of the church. The original seven men were in fact concerned with
personal rélationships of the church. Complaints disrupt good relation-
ships and the deacon must be one who hears and listens to the complaints
end then does something to remove their cause. Through personal and in-
formal contact the deacon will readily discover attitudes developing in
. the church. Often negative attitudes can be changed by the understanding
heart and the clear explanation c¢f the situation by the-deacon. In free-
ing the apostles, who can be compared to pastors, for their major work of
prayer and preaching, the deacon has to accept pastoral-functions. The
needs, the complaints, and the dissatisfactions of the church can be dealt
with by the alert deacon before they mushroom into serious issues. Often
the pastor, in his ministry, is hindered by too close involvement in prob-
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lem situations. 4t the same time, the church mey richly benefit from
the undivided attention given by the pastor to prayer and to the ministry
of the Word. No pastor is able to bear all the spiritual and temporal
problems, and it is not good for him to try to do so.

One of the greatest needs among our church members today is to be
able to fellowship around God's Word and to share their faith even in social
settings. Our‘congrcgﬂtions today face the inability to communicate Christ.
This is a need that is prevalent not only with younger people, but also
among older folk. The deacon as the helper of the church, seeks to restore
this ability through personal contact and visitation. ..His .example should

- stimulate others to communicate their faith more freely. Therefore the

deacon must assume the initiative in the setting in which he finds himself,

. to convey to the people how Christ can be communicated. This is a very

-~ vital apsect in church member visitation.

The deacon should also assume the responsibility of visiting the sick,
the bereaved, the w1dowed,_the aged and any situation that might warrant
a house call. The deacon as an individual member of the church, should
also be a leader 1n v131tftlon that extends beyond the membershlp into the
community. - = : 3 :
2. The deacon functlons as mlnlster to the pastor. Another important func-
tion of the deacon in our present pastoral system is.that of being a min-
ister to the minister. With whom does the pastor share his problems?
The vqry'qualifications and nature of the diaconate should make it possi-
ble for the pastor to share in all confidence many personal as well =s mu-
tual church problems. The deacon should always be: mindful of any material
needs the pastor may have, and through the proper channels, seek to allev-
iate them. Communication between the pastor and the deacon must be free
and frequent. As soon as this breaks down, the work of the church is ham-

’ . -pered. The deacons as a board could well function permanently as the pul-

pit committee, enebllng an informal 1nter—actlon and relationship between
th e church and the pastor.
3., The deacon functlong in matters of disciplinary responsibilities. The

deacon should also a551st the pastor in all matters:pertaining to disci-

pllnary 51tuat10ns of the church, being prepared to @ccept responsibili-

ties. aocordlng 40 the’ teachlng of the Scripture, and here we rcfer to Gal.
63l and Matt. 18:11-19. "In most of the Mennonite churches the work of

the. deqcon }ncludes that of aiding the ‘ministry in maintaining proper dis-
01p11ne." _ The deacon in consultation with the pastor should be the
first. to deal with dlsc1p11nary matters.  Through visitation, personal con-

- tact, or whﬂtever way possible, he should sc¢ek to remedy problems or pre-

vent them if possible. The similarity of qualifications of the bishop and

-deacon in I Timothy 3 indicates that the diaconate was. closely related

to the authority and oversight of the pastor and to the influence, train-
ing and all the splrltual interests of the church. These. interests will
make the deacon aware whenever there is need of reconciliation within the
church. It is imperative that the deacon becomes involved in disciplin-
ary situations, not from compulsion, but of love and concern. This love
and concern will alert the deacon to spiritual needs existent in individ-
ual lives. Members abstaining from church attendance should become a
special concern in order that the difficulties and problems faced by the

11. , Mennonite Cyclonedic Dicticnary, Scottdale, Mennonite
Publishing House, 1937, p. 74
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individuals may be handled before they become disciplinary matters that
have to be dealt with in a formal way. . : :

4. The deacon functions in the educational ministry of the church.

The- deacon should be keenly interested and alert to the entire church pro-
gram. He should be available to review the church work, counsel together
with the pastor, fellowship together in prayer and God's Word, and assist
in planning the ministries of the church with a view to the spiritual

needs of the church as a whole. The deacon should be a man of vision and
concern. Our present Christian educational program in the church requires
a great deal of administration and supervision. In the present trend in
our church away from several ordained preachers, it becomes increasingly
more imperative that the deacon assists in a prayerful oversight of the.
educational work andef the doctrinal purity of the church. According

to I Timothy 3:13, the deacon is to possess great boldness of the faith.
This along with the statement that he is to hold the mystery of the faith
in a pure conscience would certainly support this thought. If the deacon
is to be a helper, then the important issue may not be so much as where

he helps, but that he helps. Since not all deacons have the same abilities,
their responsibilities in this area can be divided according to the diver-
sities of their abilities and gifts.

5. The deacon functions in administrative responsibilities. Our churches
and Conferences today demand a great deal of administrative work. There is
a real danger currently, that too much of this responsibility falls into
the hands of the pastor or his assistant. There is little question that
Lcts 6 teaches that men chosen were to bz administrators. If we agree that
this is a valid function of the deacon, should we not then revicw our pos-—
ition as to which current officers in our church should not also come into
the deaconship? Brother Victor idrian siates it this way:

"Today we have many similar administrative functions which . .
ought to fall in the realm of the dcacon's work. We have a
large treasury; these funds must be carefully administered; de-
"cisions must be made about their distribution.
- to aid the pastor
- to care for the place of worship
- to care for those in need; M.C.C. and other social services
- to aid in the extension of thc¢ gospel directly and
indirectly through the Conference
- to aid educational endeavors
: These duties would seem, according to the biblical pat-
tern of the early church, to fall into the hands of deacons.
Because we have failed to follow the biblical pattern we have
given these duties to others and conseguently are at a loss
. to give a clear definition of the deacon's functions. ' o
It would scem to this writer, to be practical, that the i
chairmen of the finance committce or the treasurer, ought to
be a deacon possessing wisdom (ability) and spiritual endow-
ment to be discerning in the proper distribution of the offer-
ings. Quite frequently, appeals for aid from relief bodies—— - -~
and religious agencies are relegated to the finance committee
for recommendations. The careful distribution of the church
funds should therefore require more than technical ability.
The total thrust, of the church in its calling in this world,
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should always dictate policy." 1

It should however, be noted that if all deacons become administrat-
ors then the most essential, and the most neglected areas related to the
functions of the diaconate would remain unattended to. The inclusion of
this function, therefore, would have to take into consideration a con-
siderable increase in the number of deacons in the church.

6. The deacon furctiens.- 1n‘varlggs ministries as helper to the church.
i. The. deacon ‘'helps in the miristry related to the Lord's Supper.
a. hAssumes respon51b111t1es for all requirements before and
after the scrvices.
b. Assists the pastor in the preparation and distribution of the
Lord's supper.

ii. The ministry related to baptlsmal services

a. Shares in the interviewing of baptismal candidatcs before
they give their testimony to the church.
b. Give necessary instruction to the candidates before baptism.
C. Help in the function connected with the actual baptismal
service. o
iii. Assume the résponsibility for the hospltallty of guest spQlers
and v181tors in the church setting.

iv. Show leadership in hospitality, friendliness to strangers in the
church. The Board of Decacons should unofficially be a welcoming
committee.

v. He should be an example in testimony and witness.

THE SELECTION OF THE DEACON-

When we come to the sections dealing with the selection of the deacon,
the ordination, and the term of office, we come to the matters that can
be considered the problem areas. What we practice as Mennonite Brethren
churches can possibly best be illustrated by a quote from Brother D. D.
Duerksen's report on Practises Regarding the Diaconate in Mennonite Bre-
thren Churches, based on the response by sixty churches to a recent ques-
ticnaire. "In fifty-six cases, candidates are nominated. Out of these,
fifty churches have secret nominations. Fifty-three replics indicated
that every member is eligible to nominate. OFf those who replied to the
question 'Who is excluded?', the following is indicated - members not in
good standing, non-immersed members. It can probably be assumed that these
rescrvations. would apply to the case of all churches, even though this is
not indicated. Only in four cases are deacons appointed. In two of these
cases, appointments are made by the Church Council, in one case by the
pastor and the deacons, in one case by the church itself. (How is not
indicated)." That we are not in entire agreement in the matter of sel-
ection of the,deacon is seen by this report.

PRINCIPLES OF ELECTION

ire there any pfincipled laid down in the New Testament which should
help us in this vitel aspect of the diaconate? Let us look again at Acts
6 to see what we can learn concerning the method of selecting the deacon.

12. Adrian, The Ministry of the Deacon, p. 8
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(1) The expression "Look ye out among you seven men" implies that the can-
didates were to be carefully examined. How they went about doing this we
are not told, other than that certain qualifications wcre to be evident.
(2) Another expression of significance is "And they choose" - they, the
people, did the choosing. It was not the apostles who did the choosing,
and then set their choices before the people. R.B. Howell is quite em-
phatic on this point. "The ministry have no right to ordain any man to the
deaconship not previously elected by the church to that office. The con-
sent of the church is positively necessary. Otherwise, he would be a dea-
con at large, having no place in which to exercise his functions. On the
other hand, though brethren may be elected by the church, they are still,
unless ordained by the mlhlstry, :not deacons. There must be % concurrence
between the church and the ministry to create the officer."

(3) The statement, "Whom we may appoint over this business" givesafurther
principle. The multitude elect, the: apostles appoint.

(4) Closely related to this is the truth gleaned from the words, "Whom
they set before the apostles". The: people presented their choices to the
apostles, who approved them and ordained them and set them to the neces-
sary business.

(5) This scripture also bears out the. pr1n01ple that election takes place
when the need arises. "The Lord did not furnish his church with an appa-
ratus of .government already complete. He did give his Holy Spirit by whom 14
the church was to be guided according to emergencies and needs of the time".

PROCEDURE OF BLECTION = e

On the subaect of procedure, Brother R. M. Baerg has a good paragraph,
and I quote, , :

"For all practical purposes for the church of today, it
“would seem advisable that the following procedure, or one Sim=-
ilar to it, be used in the election of brethren to the dia-
“‘conate. First, the church should be thoroughly prepared by
instruction from the Word as to the qualifications and duties
of the deacon. Secend, much prayer and fasting should I
precede the selection of candidates for office. Thlrd, each’
member should be given opportunlty to indicate. his candldate,
this being done on a secret ballot. ' Poirth,. these ballots .-
 carefully tabulated, the ones with the highest number of
votes should be considered possible candidates for election;
however, their cqndldacy should not become publlc untilthe .
church council has reviewed the list of candidates, having
' secured each one's personal willingness to serve and thus to
allow the council to place their names on the ballot for
final election. TFifth; the candidates, having been feviewed,
their names would be placed on a ballot and submitted to
- the church for publication. Sixth, adequate time ;hould be
given the church to consider the candidates for election,

13. R. B Howell Ihg_Dgaggn§n;@4 Valley Forge, The Judson Press,
1946, p. 56 '

v“'14. Joseph Exellb' The Blbllcal lllugzxajor, Grand Raplds, Baker Book
~ House, 1954. Exp031t10n on ficts Vol.vI, . 534 o



23,

P 12

~after whiah the election may be effected. This particular
procedure,. or at least one similar to it has the advantage of
carefully reviewing the candidates for the high office of

" the diaconate and of securing only those who are willing to

- serve. Hasty elections and rash decisions are thus avoided.
411 in all, much prayef5and spiritual instruction must go into -
"any church election." '

THE ORDINATION OF DE.CONS

The subject of ordination of deacons as it has been practised in the
‘Mennonite Brethren Churches is seriously being questioned today. Again,
referring to the Report on Practises Regarding the Diaconate in the Men-
nonite Brethren Churches by Brother Duerksen, we note the following:
"Forty-nine responses indicate that churches practise ordination. In
‘seven cases, ordination is not practised, four are doubtful." The ques-
tion is not so much whether ordination has scriptural basis, but rather
whether the Mennonite Brethren view of it is altogether scriptural. Is
it possible that we have added certain aspects that cannot really find
. support in Scripture? There can be no question about the fact that the
‘seven chosen by the people in icts 6 were set apart for their office by
the laying on of hands, and the Lord's blessing invoked upon them. From
New Testament references such as Acts 13%:3 (the appointment of mission-
aries), and I Timothy 4:4, 5:22, II Timothy 1:6 (the appointment of el-
"ders), it seems apparent that the early church had adopted this procedure.
This laying on of hands has come to be known as ordination. W

SIGNIFICANCE OF ORDIN.ATION

-What is fhe'significance of this act? "The New Testament pictures
the laying on of hands as the recognition of the gift already given through
faith. Certainly, Christ did not elevate the laying on of hands to
sacramental power... Luke was careful to mention that the sevea min-
isters of mutual aid described in Acts 6:1-6 already were filled with the
Holy Spirit and with wisdom before hands were laid upon them. - Paul re-
minded Timothy of the time hands were laid upon him, and offered this as
an added reason why Timothy. should kindle or develop to the full his God-
given gift, but said that the gift was given by prophetic utterance.

Paul did not say that the laying on of hands actually conferred the gift.
Rather, it is implred that some brethren with prophetic insight discerned
the gifts Timothy had, which qualified him for leadership. Then Paul laid
hands upon him as a public recognition of his gifg, and‘gave to him an
official charge to use it to serve the church." In connéectiocn with
this Brother Victor idrian stated, "This would suggest that before the
people or the congregation publicly ordained the man for a specific task,
there was the inner call by the Holy Spirit in terms of gifts given to
qualify the man for the work. The laying on of hands was the recognition
of this inner call and induement by the Spirit, and an association or an

15. Baerg, The Scriptural Pattern of the Diaconate, p. 6
16. Paul M, Miller, Servant‘gf God's Servants, Scottdale, Herald Press
1964, p. 204
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identificaticn witu the call to vne mliaistry by “he brethren of the con-
gregation." - ‘ v

THE VALUE OF ORDINATION

That a definite distinction has arisen in our Brotherhood between the
ordination to the ministry and the ordination to the diaconate cannot be
denied. How this dictinction has come about is difficult to ascertain,
Scripture does not allow for two kinds of laying on of hands. "The laying
on of hands on the eceven brethren for the sacred task of serving in the
sphere of the temporalisy, indicates the greatness of this office and en-
hances -this ministry before the mcanbership of the church. 4ny tendency
to lower the status of the diaconate, constitutes a violation of the Bib-
lical pattern. Inasmuch as there was no distinction between the laying
on of hands on Paul and Rarnavus (acts 13) and on the seven (4cts 6) the

- former being ordained to missionary service, the latter to the temporal
duties of the church, wc do injustice:bj making distinctions between Ige
ordination to the ministry of the Word, and the ministry of tables."

THE _TERM OF SERVICE OF THE DEACON

Current reaction against the ordination of the deacon is closely re-
lated to the matter dealing with the term of service. The concept of "Once
a deacon, always a deacon", has not always worked .out .in practical sit-
uations, nor does it appear to heve ony scriptural basis. God has estab-
lished two permanent offices in +the church to administer its affairs, the
bishop, elder or overseer, and the deacon, but the New Testament says nothing
to warrant the conferring of a lifetimc place in the office. Ordination
undoubtedly has come to mean this in our congregations, According to our
practice, the only factors to determinc the termination of the services of
-ordained deacons are spiritual disqualifications, age, health and death.

By this rather rigid pattern it has been hoped that the .diaconate be main-
tained in an c¢levated position. The fact is that the result has too fre-
quently been to the contrary. If ordination is an act of public recog-
nition that certain gifts given by the Holy Spirit are manifest in an in-
dividual, then the deacon should continue in the office as long as these
gifts are exercised in his ministry. Most ¢f our churches do not require
a periodic vote of ccnfidencc. It is feared that such action would lower
the office of the diaconate. The church who recogrizes that the gifts

of the Holy Spirit are still ocperative will without fail continue to lend
its support and confidence. The effecct of the confidence vote will be
two-fold. The deacon will be cncouraged to ccantinue, and the congregation
will be willing to give heed to aim in whom they have confidence. A deacon
who attempts to serve without the confidence of the congregation cannot
function effectively.

What happens, however, tc a deacon vho leaves his assignment? Or
what happens if the task acsipgned is vo longer existent? If we agree with
the principle that the congregation has the right to choose its own deacon,

17. Adrian, The Ministrv of the Deacon., p. 6-7
18. Baerg, The Scriptural Pattcrn of the Diaconate, p. 6
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then we must conclude that a deacon ceases to function as a deacon until
the new congregation to which the deacon has joined himself has come to
recognize in him the qualifications required for service. It is interest-
‘ing to note that the pastor in our church is not appointed to a life-

time assignment. He is subject to a vote of confidence at regular inter-
vals,‘as agreed upon by the church. If he leaves his asignment, he ceases
to function in the office until a church extends a call to him to take up

a new office. Ministers other than pastors are frequently set aside by an
automatic process, by which they are merely just not called upon to min-
ister the Word. 1In both of these cases we hold that ordination is for life.
That the act of ordination cannot be undone is understood, but what we need
to come to fully understand is that this does not imply that the office

to which a deacon has been appointed cannot be set aside by him or be taken
from him. Devious ways have becen sought to accomplish this depousition,
“often with lastlng damage. to the person and the church involved. We have
hald that the appointment is for life, but somehow, it has not always worked
out so well in actual practice. Since the New Testament does not expound
on the tenure of office, it should be the prerogrative of the congregation
to flnd the most practical way to determine the length of service for the
deacons The dignity of the office will only be enhanced if the ministfy.
of the deacon will be praycrfully reviewed periodically. Such review
would include a personal testimony by the dercon in relationship to his
experiences and conviction in the diaconate; and an evaluation by the
church of his ministry before a vote of confidence be taken. .

In the light of what has been said earlier, ordination should take
placc even though the length of service cculd conceivably be terminated
after a given period. However, it should be noted that the term of service
should not be so short as to require .frequent changes. This could easily
affect the moral power of the office and introduce an undesirable element
of instability. 4 governed term of service would also provide for entrance
of other men into service, who with new energy and abilitics, could ‘help
to kecp the functions of the diaconate progressive.

THE_CONCEPT OF THE DEACONESS

The New Testoment teaching on the diaconate cannot be considered com-
plete without also dealing with the subject of the deaconess.’

It is generally uncderstood in our church that the wife of the deacon
is included in the work of the diaconate. However, the emph331s has always
been on the husband to the degree where the woman and her function has

Almost cntirely been disrcgarded. : e .

Does the New Testament make provision for the deaconess? 4uthorities.
generally agree that the deaccness was included in the apostolic churches.
In Romans 16:1 Paul refers to Pheb as diakonos. She is not called a dea-
coness very likely becguse that word was not coined until after the close
of the New Testament. Lccording to the Revised Version I Timothy 3:11
reads, "Women in like manner...". This can be understood as meaning some-
thing quite different from "Even so must their wives be grave...". There

19. Howecll, The Deaconship, pp. 115-116
20. Baerg, The Scriptural Pattern of the Diaconate, p. 7
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appears to be room for unmarricd women serving in the diaconate.  "Paul

would be the last one to select both husband and wife for an office and

assign to the wife duties that would take her away from home and children."
There are many occasions where a deacon cannot extend help and counsel

to women. The deaconess must therefore assume sympathetic oversight, other-

wise the women can easily become an arca of neglect within theé church. Phebe

was a servant, subordinate to the church, that she might fill o need for

which she wes especially fitted and specifically appointed. The need in

the churches  today is great enough to warrunt a thorough reconsideraticn

of our concept of the deaconess.

 CONCLUSION

That the diaconate is a permanént'ahd‘very essential office in the
church is without guestion. The Mennonite Brethren Church have reaped
untold benefits from many who have.served faithfully in the capacity~called
upon by the church. A continued cmphasls on the ministry of the diaconate
is imperative for the spiritual welfare and growth of the church. May the
Lord grant unto us the vision of the true biblical pattern of the diaconate.

21: Kenneth S'”Wuesf;wThe Pastoral Epistles in the Greek New Testament For
" _the English Reader, Grand Rapids, W. B. Eerdman's Publishing Co.,
1952, p. 61 T :
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