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Who am I?

◦ Ordained 2012
◦ I have been married to Martina for 36 years and have two adult sons
◦ Serve in two parishes in Wintersville, Ohio in the Diocese of Steubenville
◦ In training to be a certified spiritual director
◦ I am the Director of Diaconal Ministries, Diocese of Steubenville
◦ I am the Co-Director of the Institute for Diaconate Renewal

What is the Institute for Diaconate Renewal?

The Institute for Diaconate Renewal offers opportunities for the renewal and deepening the spiritual life         
of the deacon. This renewal occurs in the revitalization of the deacon’s filial relationship with the Father;      
the strengthening of his sacramental identity as Icon of Christ the Servant; and the deepening of his       
mission as one empowered by the Holy Spirit sent in mission by the Bishop. This renewal fosters integral 
human development and maturation as it addresses the universal hunger for loving intimacy with the      
Triune God through ongoing conversion to Christ, who came to serve and not be served (Mk. 10:45).



Spiritual Support for Ordained Deacons is not an option
The National Directory tells us:

“Deacons are obligated to give priority to the spiritual life and live their diakonia with 
generosity. Clerics have a special obligation to seek holiness in their lives ‘because they 
are consecrated to God by a new title in the reception of orders as dispensers of God’s 
mysteries in the service of His people.’(Code of Canon Law #276:1).” (#68)

“The spiritual life cannot be nurtured nor maintained without a habit of prayer. In 
addition to the requirements that a deacon pray daily the offices of Morning and 
Evening Prayer of the Liturgy of the Hours, he should foster his love of the Lord through 
the practice of mental prayer.” (#69)



Spiritual Support for Ordained Deacons is not an option

The Vatican’s Congregation for the Clergy, in the Directory for the Ministry and Life of 
Permanent Deacons, in its section on “The Spirituality of the Deacon” (#43-62) 
“emphasizes the primacy of the spiritual life”, and it says:

“In order to live this ministry to the full, deacons must know Christ intimately so that He 
may shoulder the burdens of their ministry. They must give priority to the spiritual life 
and live their diaconia with generosity.” (#50)

The bolded text above is repeated in the introduction of the second addition of the National Directory’s section on Diaconal Spirituality (#67) 



Can you say that the deacons in your diocese 
“know Christ intimately”?



Some symptoms of not “knowing Christ intimately”

• A deacon struggles in ministry – Christ is not “shouldering the burdens of their ministry”

• A deacon struggles with preaching – may be dry or lack life. Very difficult to preach regularly 
about Someone we don’t know. Homilies, first and foremost, must originate from our interior 
relationship with Christ.

• A deacon struggles after his wife dies and he wants to remarry – without intimacy with Christ, a 
man will not be prepared to deal with a lack of marital intimacy should his wife predecease him.

“A deacon must be fascinated with God. Why else would a man promise to be celibate if his wife 
predeceases him? There is only ONE normal, rational reason to forego the beauty of a woman…this 
man has met the Source of this woman’s beauty.” (Dcn. James Keating)



How many of you have ever encountered a 
deacon who is struggling?



Primary reason most deacons struggle

• A deacon who is struggling is more often than not a deacon who is not praying.

• A deacons who is not praying has lost his connection to God and he cannot “know Christ 
intimately.” 

• God is calling him, but he cannot hear Him.

• One of our primary tasks as directors is to provide our deacons with the opportunity to grow in 
intimacy with Christ.

But how does one do this?



GROWING IN INTIMACY WITH CHRIST
Luke 10:42 – “There is need of only one thing.

Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her.”

“She sat beside the Lord at his feet listening to him speak.” (Luke 10:39)

To listen to the Lord, a deacon must know His language. 1 Kings 19-11-13 tells us that the 
language of God is silence. Elijah did not hear God in the noise of the culture – strong, heavy 
winds rending mountains and crushing rocks or in an earthquake or fire – but rather in “a tiny 
whispering sound”.



Pope Leo XIV in his first address to College of Cardinals, on May 10, 2025, said: 

“It is the Risen Lord, present among us, who protects and guides the Church, and continues to 
fill her with hope through the love “poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been 
given to us” (Rom 5:5). It is up to us to be docile listeners to his voice and faithful ministers of his 
plan of salvation, mindful that God loves to communicate himself, not in the roar of thunder and 
earthquakes, but in the “whisper of a gentle breeze” (1 Kings 19:12) or, as some translate it, in a 
‘sound of sheer silence.’ It is this essential and important encounter to which we must guide and 
accompany all the holy People of God entrusted to our care.” (emphasis added).



IF GOD SPEAKS TO US IN SILENCE

The best thing we can do to help deacons “know Christ intimately” is to teach them how to 
enter into silence.

PROBLEM #1

“Silence is intimidating.” (Dcn. James Keating)

However, if a man is intimidated by silence, he is intimidated by God.



WHY IS SILENCE INTIMIDATING?

• I don’t know how to be silent

• I don’t know what to do

• Silence reveals sin and woundedness, but it also converts and heals us as we learn to find God 
in our sin and woundedness.

• Deacons (all of us) are not perfect. They struggle with sin and woundedness. If we don’t create 
an environment for them to confront that sin and enter into that woundedness, we do them a 
great disservice. We handicap them in whatever ministry they are called to. And we wonder why 
they struggle.



PROBLEM #2

Intimacy is fear inducing

“Intimacy can be fear inducing. We become intimate with God in the same way one does with a 
wife: we share our hearts and receive in return her revealed heart. In this mutual self-revelation 
one internalizes the beloved. Without intimacy, without risking vulnerable self-revelation 
communion cannot be attained. Without intimacy one remains an acquaintance, a collaborator, 
and colleague. Only intimacy attains what Christ called us into with him, friendship. At 
ordination one has certainly entered a vulnerable relationship with God. To be ordained one 
must prostrate upon the sanctuary floor. This act of bodily surrender is to be forever lived out as 
the surrender of the heart to the Sacred Heart of Christ. The surrendered heart continues the 
intimacy begun on ordination day.” (Dcn. James Keating) 



WHAT ARE WE TO DO?

If, as the National Directory tells us, “deacons must know Christ intimately”, 

AND 

as Scripture teaches us, to hear the voice of God (which is essential to grow in intimacy with 
Him), one must enter into silence

BUT

both silence and intimacy are intimidating, how does a deacon director help his deacons to 
“know Christ intimately”? 



GROWING IN INTIMACY WITH CHRIST
Luke 10:42 – “There is need of only one thing. 

Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her.”

• We must teach men to surrender their hearts – daily

• Regular spiritual direction

• Annual retreat – silent

• Praticum



QUESTIONS?



National Silent Retreat for Deacon Directors 

July 6-10, 2025

Steubenville, Ohio

10% Discount Code: 2025IDR10

Deacon Mark Erste
merste@institutediaconaterenewal

www.institutediaconaterenewal.org
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