Cultivating the Servant’s Heart

Before it is a set of duties, the diaconate is a disposition — and among the virtues that sustain it,
none is more misunderstood in the Christian life than humility and meekness.

The virtues of humility and meekness have an image problem. In the secular world, it suggests
timidity, a pushover’s temperament, or someone too weak to assert himself. However, that is not
what the Christian tradition holds, and getting the meaning right is essential for how a deacon
understands his own vocation. After all, Christ himself claims these virtues: “learn from me, for I
am meek and humble of heart” (Mt. 11:29).

Meekness: The Concrete Manifestation of the Trifold Ministry

Meekness, in the biblical and patristic sense, is not the absence of strength; it is strength placed
entirely at the service of another. The Fathers of the Church consistently describe it as the
concrete, visible manifestation of charity, a love made tangible in a particular bearing toward
others: patient, unhurried, unthreatened, entirely free of the need to dominate or impress. The
Catechism places this same virtue among the Beatitudes, which “depict the countenance of Jesus
Christ and portray his charity” (CCC 1717). That is to say, meekness is not a mood Christ
occasionally wore, but a feature of his incarnate life. This does not necessarily mean that the
Church names meekness as the defining or singular mark of diaconal identity. That identity rests,
more precisely, on sacramental configuration to Christ the Servant, conferred through ordination
“not unto the priesthood, but unto the ministry” (CCC 1569; Lumen Gentium 29), and exercised
in the trifold ministry of liturgy, word, and charity (CCC 1570, 1588; LG 29). What can rightly
be said is narrower, and perhaps more demanding: meekness is the concrete common
denominator in which that trifold ministry either flourishes or withers. A man can learn the
rubrics of the liturgy, the choreography of public ministry, and the dos and don'ts of pastoral
administration, but true meekness is the work of a lifetime, and without it the deacon’s public
functions risk becoming exactly that: functions, performed rather than lived.

Humility: The Interior Font of Meekness

All external forms of virtue must find their source in the interior life of grace. If meekness is a
concrete and visible manifestation of virtue, it must find its life in a deeper and more interior
source. It is certainly no surprise that the source is none other than the mother of all virtue —
humility. Humility perfectly conforms one's self to the life of Christ, orients one to the essence of
his office, and allows one to give one's life to Christ so that the Spirit can freely move to those in
need. The trifold ministry, without an interior life rooted in humility and the visible life flowing
out of one's humility into meekness, risks becoming the exact opposite of an icon of Christ and
again conveys a mere manifestation of shallow functionalism — reducing the essence of the office
and trivializing the nature of the Christ who came to serve and not be served (Mk 10:45);
Internally it is something far more sinister, as this hallow functionalism of the ministry is
actually rooted in an interior disposition of pride, and consequently an external manifestation of
not just a nondescript and replaceable functionalism, but something far more diabolical:
clericalism. Lumen Gentium is blunt about the alternative, teaching that deacons, as dispensers
of Christ’s mysteries and servants of the Church, “should keep themselves free from every vice



and stand before men as personifications of goodness” (LG 41). A deacon can proclaim the
Gospel beautifully, organize a food pantry efficiently, and still miss the deeper call beneath both:
to be, quietly and consistently, an icon of a Christ who “did not come to be served but to serve”
(Mt. 20:28). This is where prayer, and not merely activity, becomes the true engine of diaconal
ministry. Meekness cannot be manufactured through effort alone, lest the risk be pride,
clericalism, and nonessential functionalism; rather, it is a fruit of sustained and humble prayer.
The Catechism puts the principle plainly: “humility is the foundation of prayer” (CCC 2559). A
deacon who neglects his interior life in favor of a fuller ministry calendar, treating it as a
checklist of transactions, has missed the very essence of his office and undermines the very
source from which authentic diaconal service flows. Furthermore, St. John Climacus, in his
Ladder of Divine Ascent, paradoxically notes that “every spiritual step upward requires a
downward step into humility.” Scripture affirms the same principle: Psalm 5 and the Letter of
James both teach that “the Lord opposes the proud, but he gives grace to the humble.” For
deacons, meekness offers a fruitful and lifelong examen: not “am I doing enough,” but “am I
becoming, slow as it may be, a man conformed to Christ’s own gentle and humble heart?”
Humility is the hidden posture of the heart before God; honest self-knowledge that refuses both
despair and self-importance, yet confident in mission and purpose. Meekness is what that posture
looks like from the outside, in a particular bearing towards others. Meekness becomes not only
the service, but the measure of self-examination. In another way: the interior root of humility and
visible fruit seen in meekness. The Beatitude does not bless the humble as invisible; it blesses
“the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Mt. 5:5) precisely because meekness can be seen, in
ordinary moments, by ordinary people.

Virtuous Living: Meekness and the Complexity of Everyday Life

It is not a tall order to define these virtues conceptually, but how do we avoid simply virtue-
signaling, and what does this look like on an ordinary day? A deacon who corrects his children
the way he corrects an altar server, or who treats his wife’s counsel as an interruption to his
ministry rather than part of it, has misunderstood his own vocation. At work, meekness looks like
competence without self-promotion: an honest day’s labor offered to God, as the Council
teaches, as one of the “spiritual sacrifices” that fill ordinary occupations (cf. LG 34); correction
absorbed without defensiveness; colleagues who know nothing of the ministry treated with the
same charity shown in the parish. In the parish itself, meekness governs the deacon’s posture
toward the priest and bishop he serves with or on behalf of. Most importantly at home, meekness
can mean the deacon does not carry his office through the front door as he does elsewhere in his
life. He may be husband and father before he is anything else, and his family should experience
him as he is in his respective vocations, with a consistent underlying foundation of the same
virtues. In every relationship, meekness shows up less as a feeling than as a habit: listening
before answering, staying present with someone’s grief instead of managing it, and yielding an
argument that can be won — all for the sake of the person he is called to serve. None of this is
passive or weak. It is, as the tradition insists, strength held entirely at another’s disposal, the
same strength the deacon is ordained to carry from the altar into the world.

Every other question about diaconal ministry, what to preach, whom to serve, how visibly to be
present, how to reconcile divisions, and more, finds its proper answer only in a man who seeks
Christ in his own heart, along the winding and difficult path the Eastern tradition calls theosis:
the lifelong process of being transformed into union with God by grace.



Sources

Holy Bible, Mk. 10:45; Mt. 5:5; Mt. 11:29; Mt. 20:28; Num. 12:3; Ps. 5; Jas. 4:6.
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1569-1571, 1588, 1717, 2559.

Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium, 29, 34, 41.

John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent (Boston, MA: Holy Transfiguration Monastery,
2019), Step 25.



