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Holy One for all that has been, thank you, for all that will be, yes. 

 

Thank you to Laurel for this kind invitation. It is wonderful to worship with you all this morning.  

I do hope all of you have enjoyed learning about the diaconate so far. I hope too that you have 

been challenged, at least in part by the discussions. It falls to me this morning to explore with 

you the fundamental question of diaconal ministry; “Why do deacons where their stoles 

sideways?” Actually, as I hope you are finding in this series, there are more important questions, 

but, the question is still interesting. “Why do deacons where their stoles sideways?”  

 

My own answer, with a little cheek, is, we deacons are the cool clergy, and kind of like the 

person in Carly Simon’s classic, “You’re So Vain”; “your hat strategically placed, below one 

eye, your scarf it was apricot.”  If we went to boarding school, our ties would be the loose ones, 

our hair a little messed up.  

 

And, not so cheekily, I have done a little poll of my diaconal colleagues in the diocese with some 

interesting responses, including; 

 

• it is symbolic of carrying a satchel as we travelled the highways and byways of the world, 

or more specifically,  

• a strap for a satchel of sandwiches to feed the hungry. 

 

My own sense is that we wear our stoles sideways because we have a different role than our 

sibling and nibling presbyters. Our ministry is out here in the world (as I hope you have been 

exploring) and so our vestments, like our stoles, are related to, but different from the priests. I 

like to think that the way a priest wears her stole would get in the way of ‘work’ with hands and 

arms, and so we wear our stoles so that they wouldn’t get in the way. And, of course priests 

work. Very hard. Their hard work, historically, has been generally in the church buildings, and 

deacons have been out on the highways and byways, and in the fields and factories. We are “the 

dusty ones” 

 

The question ‘why do deacons wear our stoles sideways’ opens a more serious door though, and 

raises questions about our role in liturgy. And that is the real subject for our conversation this 

morning; how can we describe the role of the deacon in liturgy. And I’d like to use this 

morning’s Gospel as a lens into the liturgical role of a deacon, and how that role connects the 

whole community, in liturgy. (The word ‘liturgy’ comes from the Ancient Greek word 

leitourgia, which meant, “the work of the people.”) 

 

So let’s look into the lens of this Gospel reading. It is one of many places where there appears to 

be an aside or editorial comment in the midst of the action in John’s Gospel. We have the famous 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liturgy_(ancient_Greece)


and exciting scene of Jesus clearing of the temple. And then witnesses to the action get into an 

argument with Jesus. “2:19 Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and in three days I will 

raise it up." 2:20 The [people] then said, "This temple has been under construction for forty-six 

years, and will you raise it up in three days?" And instead of hearing how Jesus replies, the 

narrator turns to us as readers/listeners and says, “2:21 But he was speaking of the temple of his 

body.” There are many other examples of these moments of the narrator turning to us with an 

aside or an editorial comment. One that often trips me up when I proclaim the Gospel is the 

moment where Mary Magdalene recognizes Jesus on Easter Sunday morning;  “Jesus said to her, 

“Mary!” She turned and said to him in Hebrew,[a]“Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher).” (John 

20:16) There are, according to scholars, anywhere between 50 and 100 of these asides in John’s 

Gospel, depending on how you classify them. https://www.galaxie.com/article/bsac151-604-04  

 

A way of thinking about these asides or editorial comments, is to consider when an actor turns 

aside from the action and speaks to the camera in a movie.  Most of the time in films all of the 

action happens while you and I watch passively. There is a fourth wall, transparent as it is, but 

still a wall between the action and the audience. Every now and then, in some movies, in some 

plays, in some stories, one of the characters turns to us in the audience, and breaks the fourth 

wall to bring us closer to the story. Perhaps the most famous film of recent memory that does this 

is the Marvel movie, Deadpool. Watch also for examples in such classics as Annie Hall, or 

Ferris Bueller’s Day Off  as well. The narrator of John’s Gospel is breaking the fourth wall in 

these asides and editorial comments. 

 

Why is this of use to us in a discussion about deacons and liturgy? I want to suggest that at some 

level, deacons, at our best, are breaking the fourth wall in liturgy. Some years ago, I was visiting 

the Island of Skopolos in the Aegean Sea. (It is the island where the movie Mama Mia was 

filmed.) I went to church on a Sunday, and given that it was a Greek Orthodox parish, I was 

intrigued by how the ‘action’ of the Eucharist played out behind a screen, literally. All the 

congregation heard were the chants and prayers of the priest from behind an ornate screen. And 

that is where I like to think the role of the deacon liturgically is most evident. We come out from 

behind the screen (visible or not) and proclaim the Gospel, inviting all of us into the mystery of 

the Good News. We come out from behind the ‘screen’ to lead the prayers of the people, taking 

the collective and individual prayers from the congregation into the sanctuary. When we preach, 

we connect this scripture to the lived experience of the community. We set the Altar on behalf of 

and for us all, with the bread and wine from the people’s work, so that it can be transformed 

(symbolically or in reality, depending on your theology) into the body and blood of the Christ. It 

is here that the Priest too breaks for 4th wall when she says; “the gifts of God for the people of 

God.” And then a deacon sends the congregation out into the world, “to love and serve God,” 

and the people we encounter.  

 

Now most Anglican Churches in Canada at most have a communion rail separating the nave 

from the sanctuary, and priests (at their best) are celebrating the eucharist with an invitation and 

intention of the congregation as full participants in the liturgy; we are a congregation, not an 

audience, so my metaphor of the fourth wall breaks down fairly quickly. That said, think of the 

huge cathedrals in the UK, or even some here in Canada where the “action” of the Eucharist 

takes place at one end of the building, then there is a choir, then steps down and finally the pews. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+20%3A16&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26873a
https://www.galaxie.com/article/bsac151-604-04


The small parish church I grew up in had that separation between the congregation and the 

“action.” The role of the deacon in liturgy is to connect us all into the mysteries of worship.  

 

And what of these asides in John’s Gospel, what are we to make of them in 21st Century Maple 

Ridge? Well, have you ever bought a used non-fiction book? And as you’re reading it, there are 

these margin notes from a previous owner. (Full disclosure I often use a highlighter when I read 

non-fiction and it drives my partner around the bend!)  Some of you may be familiar with the 

Talmud, (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud)  the collection of  Jewish law and ethics. I’ve 

included an article from the Times of Israel with a picture of a couple of pages of the Talmud. 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/pristine-first-printing-of-the-talmud-to-be-auctioned/ The layout 

is fascinating; in the centre of the page is the text, and then around the text, on all four sides are 

the comments down through the ages of the wisest rabbis, commenting and arguing with each 

other about interpretation and meanings. I want to suggest that the asides and editorial comments 

in our copies of John’s Gospel are the first generation or two of commentary about the text. Once 

the Gospel was part of the canon, there were no further comments aloud and these asides and 

comments were solidified into the text. And yet they remain an open invitation, a break in the 4th 

wall,  to continue to wonder, to explore, to argue and to interpret, these texts. And I believe that 

we are called to the same wondering, exploration, debate and interpretation of all of the texts we 

encounter in our work and family lives. The texts of politics, of power, of the marketplace, of our 

education system, our workplaces.  And these vital activities, wondering, exploring, debating and 

interpreting texts are best done in community. A good rabbi, deacon or priest would never say, ‘I 

am going teach you this text’, they would say ‘let us study this text together.’  

 

And so, the deacon in liturgy breaks the 4th wall to invite all of us into the mysteries of God in 

our worship. And as I hope you have been learning in this whole series, the deacon invites us all 

into the mysteries of God in our work and responsibilities outside of the church walls. And the 

deacon does so with an invitation to study this text together, both liturgically and in our daily 

lives. 

 

And so here is my invitation. Many of you may be familiar with our former Diocesan Bishop 

Michael Ingham’s episcopal blessing. I always loved it, as it had such a diaconal ring. It was for 

me an invitation from the altar and through the fourth wall, into our very lives. I have altered it 

slightly to give it even more of a diaconal ring.  I invite you to close your eyes and just feel these 

words flow over you. “Let us go now to the places where God has given us responsibility. Let us 

remember the peace and love we have celebrated. Let us not fail to show to all people, the new 

life that is already among us. Let us have courage. Let us hold on to what is good. Let us return 

no one evil for evil. Let us strengthen those who fail. Let us support the weak, and honour all 

life.” 

 

Amen. 
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