
Reflections on the Permanent Diaconate – from OUR Parish Deacon 
by Deacon Bob Ekhaml 
 

The Permanent Diaconate was re-established by Vatican II in 1968. The Diocese of San Diego was 
the first diocese west of the Mississippi to start a program and the first class began in 1970. I was in 
that class. 
 

Fr. Ray Ryland was ordained a permanent deacon almost immediately because of his prior ordination 
as an Episcopal priest and being a 
theology professor at the University of 
San Diego. Frank DeMoor was also 
ordained early for a variety of reasons. 
John Spillane, a medical doctor, took 
many courses independently and was also 
ordained early. I was ordained in 1974, 
just short of my 35th birthday. 
 

At the time our program began, there was 
a concern that deacons would become, or 
be seen as, associate pastors (which today, 
are called parochial vicars, priests 
assigned to assist pastors in serving a 
parish).  
 

As a result they were primarily looking for 
people involved in ‘gutsy ministries.’ 
Some examples, Michael Newman was 
editor of the Southern Cross; Frank Allen 
was involved in prison ministry; and Lou Principe was a pharmacist who helped people get needed 
medicines. While in the seminary, I learned sign language and was ministering to the deaf. Very early 
in the program, these types of ministry experiences were expanded to men who were active in their 
parish in a variety of ministries. 
 

It was designed as a four-year program with year dedicated first for “discernment.” Wives were 
encouraged to participate in the formation sessions, but were not required to do so. My wife chose not 
to participate in the formation process, as we had three (3) minor children when I began the 
preparation. Both Bill and Pat Nevins, and Lou and Margie Principe, had thirteen (13) children; and 
Frank and Sheila Allen had ten (10) children. For these families, in the primary responsibility to be 
parents, limited the participation in the wives.  

 

In the present formation process, there is an implicit requirement for wives to attend. For me, there 
are two considerations. First, it means that men will enter the program at an older age because of time 
requirement of both parents being needed in raising a family – for the time commitment to participate 
in this program is substantial. Second, there is the obvious tension and concern that the wives, who 
goes through the entire program—training, retreats, etc.—  but only one of them will be ordained.  
 

In my personal opinion, and experience, I have at times thought it was the wife who had the 
vocation!!! 
 
.... more to follow.... 
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by Deacon Bob Ekhaml 
 
... continued from: “In the present formation process of permanent diaconate, the wives are 

expected to participate. (This results) in two considerations. Men will enter the 
program at an older age because of time requirement of both parents being 
needed in raising a family – and the tensions with wives fully-participating in the 
formation process but not ordained.....” 

 
(We were taught, and it is the vision of 
the Church, that) Permanent Deacons 
belong to the bishop, not to the pastor 
of the parish where they serve. 
However, we were given an assignment 
to a particular parish, with the pastor 
assuming a supervisory position.  
 
Initially, we were supposed to sit down 
with our pastors and come up with a 
“job description” (actually, a ministry 
memorandum of understanding) 
outlining ministry involvement and the 
time commitments for those ministries. 
And yet, in my experience, I have had 

brief informal discussions, but have never had a written job description or a formal ‘sit 
down' with any of my pastors.  
 
Possibly, or probably, because of this, I have had a great deal of freedom in my ministry. 
 
I have served significantly in several parishes providing a variety of services. In addition to 
St. Therese, I have spent many hours at St. Brigid, Santa Sophia, Cathedral, and Mission 
San Diego.  

... more to follow.... 
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5HIOHFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�3HUPDQHQW�'LDFRQDWH� 
–�IURP�285�3DULVK�'HDFRQ 
E\�'HDFRQ�%RE�(NKDPO 
 
����FRQWLQXHG�IURP� ³,� �'HDFRQ� %RE!� KDYH� VHUYHG� VLJQLILFDQWO\� LQ� VHYHUDO� SDULVKHV� SURYLGLQJ� D� YDULHW\� RI�

VHUYLFHV�� ,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�6W��7KHUHVH�� ,�KDYH�VSHQW�PDQ\�KRXUV�DW�6W��%ULJLG��6DQWD�6RSKLD��
&DWKHGUDO��DQG�0LVVLRQ�6DQ�'LHJR�������´ 

 
$W�WKH�LQYLWDWLRQ�RI�YDULRXV�SDVWRUV��,�KDYH�SUHDFKHG�DQG�WDXJKW�FODVVHV�LQ�VHYHUDO�RWKHU�SDULVKHV�� 
 
,W� LV�P\�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW� WKH�HVVHQWLDO�QDWXUH�RI� WKH�3HUPDQHQW�'HDFRQ�LQYROYHV� WZR�DVSHFWV��RQH�
FRPHV�IURP�WKH�OLWXUJ\��DQG�WKH�RWKHU��ZKLFK�GUDZV�LWV�OLIH�IURP�WKH�OLWXUJ\�DV�LV�WUXH�IRU�DOO�GLVFLSOHV�
RI�&KULVW��VHUYLFH�WR�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��2QH�FDQQRW�EH�VDFULILFHG�DW�WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�WKH�RWKHU�� 
 

%LVKRS�0DKHU��ZKR�RUGDLQHG�'HDFRQ�%RE�� LQVLVWHG� WKDW�KLV�GHDFRQV�ZRXOG�
EH� JUDQWHG� DOO� WKH� IDFXOWLHV� WR�ZKLFK� D� GHDFRQ� KDV� D� ULJKW� E\� YLUWXH� RI� KLV�
RUGLQDWLRQ� 
 
,W� LV� P\� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� WKDW� VRPH� ELVKRSV�� DV� LV� WUXH� IRU� SULHVWV�� LPSRVHG�
UHVWULFWLRQV� RQ� SUHDFKLQJ� DQG�RU� WHDFKLQJ�� ,W� LV� DOVR�P\� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� WKDW�
VRPH� ELVKRSV� UHJDUGHG� WKH� WKHRORJLFDO� SUHSDUDWLRQV� IRU� VRPH� GHDFRQV� DV�
EHLQJ�LQDGHTXDWH��)RU�P\VHOI�� ,�ZDV�IRUWXQDWH� WR�KDYH�VSHQW�ILYH�\HDUV�ZLWK�
WKH� 3DXOLVW� )DWKHUV� LQ� WKHLU� VHPLQDU\� DIWHU� JUDGXDWLQJ� IURP� 6W�� 0DU\
V�
&ROOHJH� 
 
,Q�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKH�����\HDUV�DV�D�GHDFRQ��P\�LQYROYHPHQW�DQG�VHUYLFH�KDV�
LQFOXGHG� 

����PRUH�WR�IROORZ���� 

· 3UHDFKLQJ 
· 7HDFKLQJ�UHOLJLRQ�DW�WKH�GLRFHVDQ�&DWKROLF�

KLJK�VFKRRO 
· %HLQJ�RQ�WKH�5&,$�WHDPV�DW�ILYH�GLIIHUHQW�

SDULVKHV 
· %HLQJ�WKH�RQO\�FOHUJ\PDQ�IRU�D�TXDUWHU�

FHQWXU\�ZKR�NQHZ�VLJQ�ODQJXDJH�DQG�
ZRUNHG�ZLWK�WKH�GHDI�LQ�6DQ�'LHJR�DQG�
5LYHUVLGH�>EHIRUH�WKH�GLRFHVHV�VSOLW@��,�
WDXJKW�FODVVHV�IRU�RXU�GHDI�VLVWHUV�DQG�
EURWKHUV��LQWHUSUHWHG�0DVVHV��DQG�EHLQJ�
VROHO\�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�FHOHEUDWLQJ�WKH�
VDFUDPHQWV�RI�PDUULDJH�DQG�&KULVWLDQ�EXULDO 

· :RUNHG�GR]HQV�RI�&XUVLOORV��PDQ\�DV�
VSLULWXDO�GLUHFWRU� 

· &R-RUGLQDWHG�ZHHNHQG�UHWUHDWV� 

· *DYH�'D\V�RI�5HFROOHFWLRQ 
· )RU�D�FRXSOH�\HDUV�ZDV�RQ�WKH�6SHDNHU
V�

%XUHDX�RI�)RRG�IRU�WKH�3RRU��WUDYHOLQJ�
DURXQG�WKH�FRXQWU\��IXQG�UDLVLQJ�LQ�SDULVKHV� 

· :RUNHG�LQ�VHYHUDO�&RQILUPDWLRQ�FODVVHV� 
· *LYHQ�VHYHUDO�HGXFDWLRQDO�VHULHV�LQ��

SDULVKHV� 
· 6KHSKHUGHG�PDQ\�DQQXOPHQW�FDVHV�IRU�RXU�

GLYRUFHG�IDPLOLHV 
· *LYHQ�>FRXQWOHVV@�EDSWLVPDO�SUHSDUDWLRQ�

VHPLQDUV 
· DQG�EHHQ�WKH�SUHVLGHU�IRU�PDQ\�EDSWLVPV��

PDUULDJHV�DQG�EXULDOV 
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... continued from: “... Deacon Bob has (and does) preaching, teaching religion, being on RCIA teams, 

being the only clergyman for a quarter century who knew sign language and worked 
with the deaf in San Diego and Riverside [before the dioceses split], worked dozens 
of Cursillos, ministered as spiritual director, co-ordinated weekend retreats, lead 
days of recollection, for a couple years served the Food for the Poor traveling 
around the country for the poor in Haiti and Caribbean, fund raising in parishes, 
work in several Confirmation programs, given several educational series in  
parishes, worked with annulment petitions for our divorced families, lead 
[countless] baptismal preparation seminars, and been the presider for many 
baptisms, marriages and burials.” 

 
As is apparent, many of my activities were  
extra-parochial. This fit in very nicely to my 
skills and desires. 
 
It is my observation, that under the leadership 
of several priests, one deacon,  and Sister 
Carlotta, our program has done well and 
produced outstanding deacons.  
 
I cannot comment on the academic portion of 
the current program, but I think the exposure 
of the candidates to several extra-parochial 
social ministries opens more diaconal service 
opportunities. 
 
I know, at the beginning, some pastors were 
not enthralled with the concept of a deacon. I 
do not sense this is the case now.  
 
Deacons fill a vital role especially with the 
shrinking number of available priests. The 
distribution of available deacons is 
interesting. Most would like to serve in their 
local parishes.  
 
The presence of a deacon in a parish also has a result in stimulating some interest of other 
potential candidates. This seems to be a logistical problem as the need for deacons seems to be 
growing, and they obviously cannot all be located in a few parishes. 
 
I certainly treasure my time as a Permanent Deacon. God has blessed me with more than 40 
years as a Permanent Deacon, and God has blessed me with good priests to work with. To 
paraphrase Dom Hubert von Zeller, "I will work while the light lasts,' in eternal gratitude. 
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