
Diaconate beginnings: a reflection on being part of the first class
The following is one perspective on 

the diaconal journey in our archdiocese.  
Last month, Deacon Tom Lang, director 
of the Archdiocese of Dubuque’s diacon-
ate, started the series of articles to update 
readers and share the gratitude of the 
diaconte community to the people of the 
archdiocese. Several other views will be 
submitted during this 40th anniversary 
this year.  

By Maureen Oates
Special to The Witness 

In 1975, for the first time, applications 
were accepted for the permanent diacon-
ate in the Archdioceses of Dubuque. Father 
Bill McLaughlin (a Catholic priest from 
the Archdiocese of Dubuque, deceased 
1993) visited St. Patrick Parish in Cedar 
Falls, and introduced Mike, my husband, 
deceased 2009, and me to this possibility. 
We pondered and prayed about this bless-
ing. We applied, were interviewed, took 
some tests, and were accepted as aspirants 
to begin diaconal formation in the spring 
of 1976. Mike and I, along with 15 other 
men and their wives, and one single man, 
started our two and a half year journey to 
become the first class of permanent dea-
cons in the Archdiocese of Dubuque.

Both Mike and I were raised by active 
Catholic parents and received a Catholic 
education in New England.  Mike and I 
met in college and were each active in our 
growing faith and preparation for our ca-
reers in education.  We married in 1963.   
Basing our family life in a faith filled en-
vironment was very important for both of 
us.  After the births of our two children, 
and Mike’s doctorate degree in Washing-
ton, D.C., we moved to Cedar Falls in 1967 
to begin his teaching career at UNI.

We were proud to be a part of the di-
aconate family. The formation team en-
couraged us to set our priorities, which 
became our family, Mike’s career, and 
service to the church and others. Our 
children (then 11 and 10) were especially 
delighted as they accompanied us to di-
aconal celebrations such as admission to 

candidacy, and institutions of lector and 
acolyte. At deacon community picnics, 
Archbishop James Byrne, (seventh arch-
bishop of the Archdiocese of Dubuque, 
deceased 1996) was often with us, and 
he thanked our children for loaning their 
parents to serve in the archdiocese.

Our formal education had been pre-Vat-
ican II, and we were pleased to be con-
tinuing our foundational formation in 
post-Vatican II studies. We formed friend-
ships with others who shared our priori-
ties, and actively participated in all of the 
opportunities this experience provided. 
During these classes we learned about 
philosophy, theology, participating in 
the sacraments of baptism and marriage, 
serving at the altar during Mass and other 
liturgical rites, and serving our fellow hu-
man beings in many different ways with 
care and compassion. Mike was ordained 
a permanent deacon with the other men of 
our class on November 5, 1978.

Mike’s ministry included continuing di-
aconal education, as well as actively work-
ing with Cedar Falls’ St. Vincent de Paul 
Society. He also served two terms on the 
Iowa Catholic Conference. Mike was a 
talented and gifted communicator, both 
personally and professionally. This was 
especially noted in the many homilies he 
gave at our parish, St. Patrick Parish, Ce-
dar Falls. Mike’s gifts were also used when 
he accepted invitations to give homilies 
(in French) when teaching in France.

Mike and I were both involved with the 
sponsor couple program in our parish. In 
addition, we worked with Marriage En-
counter and Marriage Retorno weekends 
locally and nationally. We were chosen, 
along with others, to represent our arch-
diocesan deacon community in Detroit 
when Pope John Paul II met with an au-
ditorium full of permanent deacons from 
all over the U.S.

For many years, I served on the Perma
nent Diaconate Formation Board to guide 
deacon candidates through their forma-
tion journey. As such, my ministry in-
volved interviews with these candidates, 
teaching human relationship skills classes 
during their formation process, and en-
larging my world through friendships with 
the faculty and members of the deacon 
family.  I am very pleased and proud to 
have such a long and meaningful experi-
ence with the diaconal formation process. 
I have great regard for the education and 
experience they receive, which became a 

part of my life. Most of all it was a privilege 
and honor to make this special journey as 
a married couple with Mike as my partner.

My life has been blessed and abundantly 
filled with grace, as a growing child with 
great parents, as an adult with Mike’s love 
and trust, as a parent of our two capable, 
caring children and their growing fami-
lies, as well as our large circle of friends 
who mentor and affirm us. Participating 
in the deacon family has been a phenome-
nal contributor to my ability to continual-
ly find encouragement to become a better 
person each day.

Being aware of those around us who are 
in need was a constant process that helped 
Mike and me to be more capable servants. 
We worked to be inclusive rather than 
exclusive. Our goal was to contribute our 
treasure as well as time, gifts and energy 
to efforts helping others rise above what 
was concerning them. Of course, we al-
ways wanted to walk on water, and we fre-
quently had to be rescued from drowning.  
We made the effort to be a bit more aware 
tomorrow than we had been today.  We 
felt the diaconate supported us to pursue 
these goals.

Through the memories of Mike and how 
he challenged and affirmed me through-
out our 50 years of courtship and mar-
riage, I aspire to continue pursuing these 
goals. My children and their families have 
been sources of interesting insights and 
open communication to keep me healthy 
and capable to live independently with 
their love and support. We are grateful for 
Mike’s contributions to our growth and 
ever-present love for us, as well as his 31 
years of service to the archdiocese as a 
permanent deacon.

Along with our friend’s response to our 
need for their sustenance, their examples 
of courtesy, kindness and thoughtfulness 
keep on nurturing us as companions on 
our journey. Blessings to all in the Arch-
diocese of Dubuque who have called us to 
serve beside them. I am grateful for my 50 
years in northeast Iowa and my continued 
association with the deacon community. 
Please join us in our 40th anniversary 
celebration. Thank you.    
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Knippel’s Religious Supplies & Gifts
“Family owned and operated for 4 generations”

129 Main St. Dubuque, IA 52001
Toll free 877-838-4755 • 563-582-5845

Look for Knippel’s on Ebay.

16th ANNUAL INVENTORY REDUCTION SALE
5% - 70% off in-stock items through February 10

11 day

November 5 - 15, 2018

$3299 R/T - Chicago
$3399 R/T - Omaha

• This will fill up fast so this is First Come First Served •
$400 per person down payment 

will guarantee your seat.

Call, write or email: Father John Vakulskas Jr
PO Box 347

Okoboji, IA  51355
(712) 490-8047 or johnvakulskas@gmail.com

www.carnivalpriest.com

Hosted by veteran pilgrimage leader

Visit 
Rome
Audience with
Pope Francis
Florence
Assisi 
Padua
Ostiglia

Includes daily Mass, most meals, roundtrip air, First Class Hotels,
daily tours, transfers, all airline taxes and fuel surcharges, professional

guides, and lots of inspirational experiences.

Grand Tour of Italy

Transform Your Life & Relationships: 
 How to Live the Nonviolent Journey!

Thursday, February 1, 2018, Noon-2:30 PM (FREE lunch included)! 6-8 PM (Cookies and fellowship 
after) at St. Paul’s United Methodist Church, 1340 3rd Ave. SE, Cedar Rapids!

Leader is Kit Evans-Ford: a survivor of personal violence, has watched, studied, and served; learning 
that violence can be prevented and healed.

Sponsored by Third Ave. SE Churches, Sisters of Mercy with support from Coe College and Mt. 
Mercy University Ministries.                                                                                                   

What if you could live a more peaceful life? Learn the power of creative nonviolence to transform 
your life and personal relationships.

All welcome! More information if you call 319-363-2058.    

The permanent diaconate begins
On May 12, 1975, Archbishop James J. Byrne appointed 

Msgr. Paul Steimel as director of the permanent diaconate 
program. A cohort of 15 men was soon formed, resulting 
in their ordination to the permanent diaconate on Nov. 5, 
1978. Sixteen more classes have been ordained over the 
past 40 years.

Celebrating 40 years

“Being aware of those 
around us who are in 
need was a constant 
process that helped 

Mike and me to be more 
capable servants.”
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