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Diakonia’ in the New Testament:

A Dialogue with John N. Collins

Paula Gooder
(A) Abstract

The word ministry is widely used, though difficult to define.  Within the New Testament, ministry most often translates the Greek word diakonia.  For many years scholars were agreed that diakonia meant humble service but the work of John N. Collins has challenged this consensus.  This paper seeks to evaluate Collins’s work and to ask what his study contributes to an understanding of ‘ministry’ within the church.  Its conclusions are that there are no substantial problems with Collins’s interpretation of diakonia and its cognates.  Most occurrences of the word are better understood to mean ‘the carrying out of a commissioned task’ than the more traditional ‘humble service’.  This can offer some helpful insights into the meaning and shaping of ministry within the church today.

(B) Introduction

‘Ministry’ is a word that, though widely used, is difficult to define.  Its popularity in the modern church only compounds this problem because the more it is used, the more unclear its meaning seems to become; the more actions it describes, the less it defines what those actions are.  At the heart of the issue lies the question of what ministry is and who can do it.  Is it something that happens whenever anyone who is baptised ‘serves’ someone else, or is its meaning to be more restricted than this?  Although some scholars attempt to answer this question purely ecclesiologically, many opt to begin their discussion with New Testament texts.  By and large the word ministry (and minister etc.) translate the Greek word diakonia and its cognates.  Until recently, this task was considered relatively straightforward as there was general consensus about the meaning of the word diakonia and its cognates.  The work of John N. Collins, however, has challenged the dominant view.  The purpose of this paper is to trace the history of this discussion and to re-evaluate the major New Testament texts in the light of this discussion.

(B) Interpreting diakonia: a brief history

(C) From Brandt to Collins

Until recently most scholars considered the diakon- words to imply notions of menial service.  Beyer, in his influential article in Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament maintains that in the New Testament diakonia means both ‘“waiting at table” or in a rather wider sense “provision for bodily sustenance”’ and also ‘any “discharge of service” in genuine love’. 
  Beyer was by no means the first to argue this,
 but his formulation of the definition was the most influential.  This view has become widely accepted and is supported in a range of different literature from a Greek-English lexicon,
 to a work of ecclesiology
, a feminist critique
, a consideration of the diaconate
 a treatment of leaders in the early church
 and an article on ministry in the New Testament in a leading biblical dictionary.
  This definition has gone on to influence the way in which ministry is perceived,
 so for example BEM defines ministry as ‘service to which the whole people of God is called’
.

While many people understand ministry in this way, not all do.  In recent years the most significant argument against this widespread view has come from John N. Collins, a Roman Catholic writer who lives in Melbourne, Australia, whose PhD research led him into re-examining the word diakonia  and who has continued to write on the subject ever since.
  Although he was not the first to question the consensus,
  his argument on the subject is the most sustained.  Collins, like others who dispute the consensus view of the meaning of the diakon- words, questions whether it is correct to interpret the word as menial service.  

Before Collins, Guerra illustrated  that outside the New Testament the word meant ‘service of the Gods and the city state’, though Collins argues that he does not follow this theory through sufficiently in his conclusions on New Testament usage.
  Collins also reports that Lemaire from a study of the New Testament and early church fathers concluded that ‘the original deacon was an itinerant officer for liaison between churches’.
  Georgi, in his influential book The Opponents of Paul in 2 Corinthians, looked first at the use of diakonos in Cynic writings, concluding that there was an intensity of relation between God and his diakonos which arose from his being an authorised representative.  From there he turned to the New Testament usage of the word (though in reality this was the Pauline usage of the word) and stated that the

meaning of “envoy” for diakonos (in the sense of responsible faithful representation and manifestation) will do justice to most NT passages in which diakonos appears, rather than the meaning of “servant” for which the function of “waiter” at the table stands in the background.  The NT term almost never involves an act of charity.  Instead nearly all instances are meant to refer to acts of proclamation.

It is somewhat frustrating that Georgi does not expound his argument here – his whole case stands on 6 pages of discussion.  Nevertheless he makes a fascinating point about the often quoted use of diakonos in Philippians 1.1.  He notes that the juxtaposition of episkopoi and diakonoi  have encouraged exegetes ‘to find beginnings of the later ecclesiastical differentiation of “bishops” and “deacons” in this passage”’.
  In fact he argues that the two words are used synonymously in this passage to designate proclaimers or missionaries living in Philippi. 

(C) Philippians 1.1

The verse is an important one for the study of ‘ministry’.  It is the only occasion in Paul when the two words ‘episokpoi’ and ‘diakonoi’ appear together and so cannot be compared with other uses for further clarification.  It is clear that these episkopoi and diakonoi are regarded by Paul as being distinct from the ‘hagioi’ in Christ Jesus – the word sun (together with) makes this clear.  It is further interesting to note that Paul addresses the hagioi first and the episkopoi and diakonoi only afterwards.  This implies that they may not have a higher status (otherwise they would be addressed first in a letter such as this), indeed they may even be dependent upon the congregation.  Another important feature is that the nouns here are plural.  Thus there were more than one of each in the early church at Philippi.

What is less clear is whether the ‘and’ between episkopoi and diakonoi is ‘epexegetical’ or not.  If it is then Paul is referring here to a single group – ‘bishops who are also deacons’; ‘overseers who act as deacons’; or as Georgi would argue a single phrase to refer to the role of being a ‘proclaimer’. It is quite possible that the phrase was well known and used synonymously.  See for example, 1 Clement 42.4–5 which reads

And thus preaching through countries and cities, they established the first-fruits, having been proved in the Spirit, to be bishops and deacons of those who were about to believe. And this was not new, since indeed many ages before it was written about bishops and deacons. For thus the Scripture says somewhere, "I will appoint their bishops in righteousness, and their deacons in faith."

Here Clement seems to be saying that the earliest converts were appointed as ‘bishops and deacons’ which was one and the same thing.  The view that this is what was meant by Philippians 1.1 was favoured both in the early church
 and in the work of modern scholars.
 

However, not all agree with this.  If the ‘kai’ it is not epexegetical then two groups are being referred to and, as other scholars argue, the two terms are distinct, with diakonoi being subservient to or agents of episkopoi.
 Indeed John N. Collins, whose work will be explored closely below, used Philippians 1.1 as a crucial text in support of his argument that the diakonos always stands in relationship with someone else, normally the episkopos.  Support for this can be found in the different use of episkopos and diakonos in 1 Timothy 3, where two distinct roles can be discerned: one as someone who cares for God’s church (3.5) and the other as holding ‘the mystery of the faith’ (3.9).  It can also be found in Ignatius’ Epistle to the Trallians 2 which reads

For whenever you submit to the bishop do it as to Jesus Christ… it is therefore necessary, whatever you do, to do nothing without the bishop but to submit also to the council of elders (presbuterion), as to the apostles of Jesus Christ. You must also please the deacons in everyway, who are of the mysteries of Jesus Christ; for they are not deacons of meat and drink, but assistants (hyperetai) of the Church of God.
 
Note that no specific role is attributed to either the bishop or the council of elders here, though a very clear role is given to the deacon as being ‘of the mysteries of Jesus Christ’ and ‘assistants of the Church of God’.

Georgi uses this 1 Timothy passage to emphasise the role of deacons as ‘proclaimers’, observing that despite the fact that a hierarchical structure exists, in which deacons were subject to the bishops and presbyters, deacons still left their communities for considerable periods of time (unlike the bishops who were tied to one location) suggesting that they were much more than administrative assistants to the bishops.

It is difficult to draw any firm conclusions from these passages.  If Georgi is right then they seem to indicate that the words were used differently even at similar times in church history so that Philippians and 1 Clement can use the words episkopoi and diakonoi apparently as a phrase which if not synonymous is very close in meaning, at a similar time to 1 Timothy and Ignatius which seem to use the words to refer to distinct roles within the church.  If Collins is right then Philippians, 1 Clement, 1 Timothy and Ignatius all point to a differentiation between the roles of episkopoi and diakonoi in this very early period.  On balance, the evidence of 1 Clement seems to me to push us to agree with Georgi that there is variety in the use of the these words in this period with some using them technically and others more generally.

Whatever one’s position, the importance of Georgi’s theory that deacons, and indeed bishops here, had the primary role of being ‘proclaimers’ marks an important stage in the history of the understanding of the word diakonos.  Collins’ view, to which we now turn, though arrived at independently of Georgi, bears some important similarities to it. 
(B) J.N.Collins and diakonia

(C) A Brief Survey of Diakonia
In 1990, Collins book Diakonia : Re-interpreting the Ancient Sources was published.  This was an extensive reworking of Collins’ doctoral thesis which was submitted in 1976.  In this book, Collins carefully and painstakingly examines the assumptions of service that cluster around the diakon- words.  In the first section of the book he explores the support from within the New Testament and other early Christian sources for an understanding of diakonia as menial service.  Chapter 2 explores the ten most common interpretations of Mark 10.45 all of which work on the assumption that the word means service but which do not agree upon what this service constitutes (service of one’s neighbour, service of God, ecclesiastical service or attendance on a Rabbi).  Collins concludes that there is little agreement about what this service constitutes nor indeed whether it fits with the other important phrase of the verse –‘to give his life as a ransom for many’ or not.  A similar doubt about the meaning of the word is raised in chapter 3, during an exploration of the Pauline epistles, a few Patristic texts and two examples taken from church history.

In Part 2, therefore, Collins went on to explore the meaning of the word outside the New Testament.  He began by looking at the use of diakon- in Plato and found that the the concept of a diakonos as a go-between, occurred over and over again.  He found that although a diakonos is a servant, this service is more often expressed in fetching than in menial service.  In subsequent chapters Collins explores a range of passages from Greek literature, the LXX and Egyptian papyri demonstrating that ‘go-between’ is a more common and natural translation of the word than ‘menial servant’.  In the introduction to part 3 Collins states that the words

show no signs of having developed in meaning over the course of changing literary eras, the sense “to serve at table” cannot be called “the basic meaning” – in fact that sense has to be perceived as a particular application of a word capable of signifying doing messages and being another person’s agent - and “the more comprehensive idea of ‘serving’” is vague and inadequate.
 
The final section of the book returns to the New Testament with the explicit goal of assessing whether, as Schweizer argued, the churches’ use of the word was new in contrast to its previous non- Christian usage.  Collins begins with Paul.  A detailed examination of key passages in the Corinthian epistles (1 Cor. 3.5; 2 Cor. 2.14—6.13, 2 Cor. 11.23) causes him to conclude that Paul uses the word diakonos with the connotation of ‘spokesperson’ and in some cases specifically of mediation.  Thus, for example, when 2 Cor. 3.7–9 talks of the diakonia of spirit and of death what the abstract noun expresses is ‘the passing on or mediation of death and spirit’.
  He follows up these findings by exploring Paul’s use of the diakon- words elsewhere in the Pauline epistles (e.g. ‘Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I glorify my diakonian ’, Rom. 11.13. that is the sacred mission with which he has been charged) 
, the deutero-Pauline epistles (e.g. of Epaphras in Col. 1.7 ‘a faithful diakonos on our behalf’), in Acts (e.g. Acts 6.4 where the Twelve dedicate themselves to prayer and the diakonia  of the word’ a use that implies transmission of the word) and elsewhere.  In all of these instances Collins demonstrates that the best interpretation of the diakon- words is in the realms of being a spokesperson and that this role is not one of menial service but is a title which begs respect.

Collins then goes on to examine passages where the diakon- words are used in the context of being emissaries for the church (chapter 11) or of having a specific commission within an early Christian community (chapter 12).  Chapter 13 raises whether diakonos is ever used technically to refer to a specific role.  In the examples he has explored so far, he says, usage was ‘fluid and applications were varied’.
  It is important to recognise that Collins does not replace one basic meaning of the word diakon- with another.  Instead he engages in a detailed text by text analysis in which he draws out what the words mean in their context.  Thus he is able to acknowledge that there is a different emphasis in the use of the word in the gospels and that by and large ‘the words under discussion designate menial attendance of one kind or another’.
  In chapter 14 he begins by giving numerous examples of occasions where these words do mean service in various different forms, either waiting at table as in the marriage feast in Matthew’s gospel (Matt. 22.13) where diakonioi are clearly servants at the table or serving a master generally (Luke 17.8).  He also notes occasions where the words are used of angels or people waiting on or ministering to Jesus (see for example Mark 1.13, or Matt. 8.15).  From here he goes on to consider three particular occurrences of diakonia and cognates in the Gospels: the references to Jesus as waiter in which Collins focuses particularly on Luke 22.24–27; the references to being a servant of all and the reference in Mark 10.45 to the son of man and ‘service’.

Gospel references to diakonia: Luke 22.24–27 Mark 9.35 and Mark 10.45

Collins begins his discussion of the relevant passages in Luke’s gospel where he traces the theme of the master coming to serve those at table at the eschatological banquet which begins in Luke 13.29 and reaches its culmination at the last supper (22.24–27) and at the story of the road to Emmaus (24.29–32).  Here the use of the word is clearly associated with waiting at table.  Luke 22.24–27 is important in this context, not least because of its regular equation with Mark 10.45, but here Collins points out that the significance of the passage should not be misunderstood.  Jesus says that he is among them ‘as’ one who serves – he is using a simile here – in Luke he doesn’t actually go and fetch things.  Jesus’ point in Luke 22, if it is read in context, is that in the kingdom honour is not given to the kings, those in authority and the greatest but to the youngest and those who wait on tables.  In this context Jesus is ‘as one who serves’, i.e. not powerful or honoured but humble and despised.

Following on from this is Mark 9.35: ‘Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all’ (this finds parallels – though not exact ones - in Matt. 18.1–5, 20.26–27; 23.11 Luke 9.46–48 and 22.25).  The number of times this sentiment appears in different forms emphasises how important it is within the gospels.  Collins concludes that in these instances the term is simply a synonym for ‘slave’ or ‘least’ and that these sayings are all about the ethic of humility in the kingdom.  This is undoubtedly true.  Collins, however, does not unpack how this understanding of diakonos relates to the Pauline understanding of the word which he maintains is a position of honour and, at times, it appears that the two uses run counter to each other: in Paul meaning honour and in the Gospels meaning humble service.  In fact the two are intimately linked both in the teaching of Jesus and of Paul.  For in both cases honour and humility are one and the same thing.  The New Testament does disagree with other external texts in what constitutes an honorific title.  Both Jesus and Paul are clear that honour lies in weakness, humility and lack of status (see for example Matt. 18.1–4 and 2 Cor. 12.9).  A diakonos, therefore, can only be truly honoured in the kingdom if he or she is the least of all.  Honour and humility are intertwined in a complex web and trying to untangle them is by no means easy.

Beneath both the Gospel and Pauline uses of the diakon- words is the question of who is being served.  Collins maintains that diakon- words never expressed any hint of action ‘out of love or benevolence’
 or response to need.  Rather it is in response to who has authorised the action, i.e. God.  ‘Service’ within the church is normally associated with kindness and concern for another’s need whereas a lowly servant, such as is referred to by Jesus in the passages mentioned above, does not act out of kindness but out of compulsion: their Master commands and they obey.  

This understanding of acting at the orders of another lies behind Collins controversial interpretation of Mark 10.45.  As Collins notes, much of the modern discussion about ‘service’ in the church is based on an understanding of Mark 10.45.  Traditionally this passage has been understood to indicate Jesus’ self-definition as a servant which acts as a model for all future Christians.  Yet, Collins argues, it is based on a misunderstanding of the sentence.  He argues that this crucially important verse is often split into two in the wrong place: ‘For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve’ and ‘to give his life a ransom for many.’  Instead he maintains that the split ought to occur earlier in the sentence ‘For the Son of Man came not to be served’  ‘but to serve to give his life a ransom for many.’  Thus he argues that the kai in the second half of this sentence is epexegetical (a slight irony as he rejected the epexegetical nature of the kai in Philippians 1.1), and therefore explanatory.  If one splits the sentence at a later point then there are two equal but unconnected elements to Jesus’ self-definition: service and death.  If one splits it as Collins suggests then the service is carried out in death.  In other words, Jesus serves by giving his life as a ransom for many; making his service not menial table attendance, but a personal commission under God.
  

One of the most helpful consequences of Collins’ study is that it becomes clear that one must always serve someone.  The question in Mark 10.45 is who is served?  The assumption that is often made is that Mark 10.45 should be read in the light of other passages such as Luke 22.24–27 which do indeed seem to be speaking of attendance at table.  Mark 10.45, however, does not mention the service of people and is as easily, if not better, understood in terms of service of God.
  Thus Collins maintains that the meaning of this passage is that 

the Son of Man is not one who holds such a position in the world as to have attendants…coming up to him and being despatched by him about various tasks of his choosing; he has his own task to go to, and it’s for the purpose of setting the profane grandeur of one way of life against the prophetic dedication of the other that Mark has brought these oddly fitting infinitives together. 

This observation marks an important shift of focus in the understanding of Mark 10.45 and, in my view, it also marks a shift in the understanding of the word service.
   This shift is true of any kind of service, not just in the Ancient World.  For example, the motivation of a waiter in the modern world is to follow the orders of their employer; they do not care for a customer because they are kind but because their employer requires it.  Service therefore is more about carrying out orders than it is about looking after others (this may come into service but is secondary).  

This insight seems to be highly significant.  When service is discussed in the church it is invariably cast in terms of service of one another but if we re-cast this to interpret ‘service’ as service of God.  On one level this shift feels unsettling.  Love of one’s neighbour is one of the central themes of the Christian tradition; the suggestion that we reinterpret it can be disturbing.  Yet it is important to recognise what is being said here.  We must be very clear that adopting this view does not mean that we abandon humble care for our neighbour, rather, that we focus more on why we do it.  The primary reason for caring for our neighbour is doing what God requires.  This has roots far back in the Judaeo-Christian tradition and passages such as the famous Micah 6.8: ‘what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?’  It is also supported by the often cited ‘Servant of the Lord’ in Isaiah.  The Isaianic servant songs are regularly used by people to illustrate the biblical background to a doctrine of service.  It is important to recognise, however, that the role of the servant is not menial waiting at table but the fulfilment of God’s vision for those in Exile.

(C) Romans 16.1 and Acts 6.1–4

At the heart of Collins’ readings, therefore, lies the question of motivation – why diakonoi do what they do.  The answer that Collins gives is that they carry out their mission, their duties and their calling, to which I would add that they do it to serve their master., whether this be God or someone else.  For Christ the one served is obviously God but for, later, deacons the ones served can also be either a bishop or a church.  He makes clear that behind a deacon ‘in the background is a person or group of people to whom the diakonos is responsible in the carrying out of a task’.  He gives as an example of this both the Phil. 1.1 passage discussed above and Rom. 16.1, where Phoebe’s role as a diakonos of the church at Cenchreae is depicted.  Collins points out that out of a list of 26 other people, Phoebe is the only one who does not live in Rome.  Here she seems to be presented to the church at Rome as a delegate or honoured visitor.  The implication of the passage seems to be that she is acting on behalf of her church in Corinth.  This suggests therefore that even in this period in the early church a diakonos is seen as acting on behalf of someone else or of a group of people: in the case of Jesus this is God, in the case of Phoebe her church in Corinth, and in other cases the Bishop.

Possibly the most important passage in Collins’ discussion here is Acts 6.1–4.  This passage is often seen as the defining one for understanding diakonia.  The NRSV translation illustrates well the connections that are usually made:

Now during those days, when the disciples were increasing in number, the Hellenists complained against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution of food.  2 And the twelve called together the whole community of the disciples and said, "It is not right that we should neglect the word of God in order to wait on tables.
The important phrases here are indicated by italics.  Collins argues that this is an unusual translation of the words here.  Firstly, he notes that Luke does not call the seven ‘diakonoi’: the diakon- words describe what they do but are not given to them as titles.  Secondly, he maintains that the translations of the words given here are, at best, unusual.  ‘In the daily distribution of food’ would be better translated ‘in the daily ministry’, and ‘in order to wait on tables’ as ‘to minister at table’.  

Collins argues that what is being described here is not the act of distributing food but of the ministry of the word.  The widows are missing out on hearing the word of God spoken about at tables (which would either be where people eat or where financial assistance is passed out).  He maintains that this is the natural meaning of the word in its context in Acts.  This passage, he argues, falls in the chain of passages used by Luke to highlight the major stages of the progress of the Christian mission.
  This chain begins in Acts 1.17 when Peter exhorted the disciples to fill Judas’ ‘allotted share in this ministry’ (diakonia), is picked up here in Acts 6.1–4 and onwards into the rest of Acts (most noticeably at 20.24 and 21.19 when Paul completes the series in Acts).  Thus Collins argues that the linking of diakonia with the spreading of the word is so strong that any ancient reader would interpret this passage to refer to the spread of word not to the distribution of food.   He suggests that the passage be understood as follows:

Now during those days, when the disciples were increasing in number, the Hellenists complained against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily ministry (i.e. the day by day ministry of the word).   And the twelve called together the whole community of the disciples and said, "It is not right that we should neglect the word of God (i.e. the public proclamation of the word before large crowds) in order to minister at table (i.e. in a more local, domestic context)…we, for our part will dedicate ourselves to prayer and to ministering to the word (i.e. the public proclamation of the word).

There can be no doubt that Collins has noticed something important in the passage here and a strong point in his favour is that the two most famous of the seven – Stephen and Philip – are described elsewhere as preaching and spreading the word.

The diakon- words even in this passage alone are apparently being used in different ways to refer both to what the seven were to do (6.2) and to the task of the twelve (6.4).  To say that the diakon- words mean to spread the word in verse 4 but to wait at tables in verse 2 is illogical.  Nevertheless, Collins’ point here seems a little laboured and does not read easily in its context.  The problem seems to me to be that he insists that a choice be made between waiting at table/financial help and spreading the word.  The two are not mutually exclusive.  A more natural reading of this passage would be that the diakon- words be understood to refer to carrying out a commissioned task: focused at the table in verse 2 and focused on public proclamation of the word in verse 4.  Thus the crucial meaning here would be that it is not right for the twelve to neglect their commissioned task with respect to the word for the sake of undertaking a commissioned task at tables (which might mean waiting at tables, or helping financially).  Therefore the seven are given the task at tables while the twelve continue to spread the word of the Lord publicly – both however would be undertaking the spread of the word each in their own commissioned way.

If this reading is correct, then the governing understanding of the diakon- words is the undertaking of a task or mandate commissioned by someone else.  This shift of perspective cannot help but affect our view of service.  It turns it from being a description of looking after one’s neighbour to the fulfilling of a task on behalf of someone else.
(C) Are all Christians Ministers?

Collins does not really unpack the implications of his study on ministry in Christian communities in this work.  He develops these implications more in his later, often more popular, writings.  His stark opening to the book Are all Christians Ministers? summarises his position well: ‘Are all Christians ministers? No!’
  He claims that ministry is something to which people are specifically called but is not an automatic expression of Christian baptism.  He states this even more clearly in his 1995 article ‘A Ministry for Tomorrow’s Church’ where he gives a definition of ministry as: ‘A responsibility laid upon certain individuals within the church who feel called and are called by the church to proclaim the gospel in word and sacrament.  Ministry is thus a special office for maintaining the church within the tradition and for the growth of the church in peace and love.’

This is again further clarified in Collins’ most recent book Deacons and the Church.  Here Collins draws out characteristics of the ancient deacon in order to facilitate making connections with the modern diaconate.  Collins identifies two major characteristics of the ancient deacon.  The first is that the deacon was a relational figure, relating primarily back to the church (often in the person of the Bishop) from which the commission came.  The second is that the deacon was defined with the characteristic of holiness
  

(B) Reactions to Collins

Reactions to Collins’ proposals have been mixed.  Many leading scholars in New Testament and Early Church History, such as W.H.C. Frend, Leslie Houlden, Jerome Murphy O’Connor and Timothy Radcliffe, acknowledged the significance of Collins’ work when his books were published.
  Others, such as John Wilcken  and J. Robert Wright, acknowledge the importance of these theories from an ecclesiological perspective. 
  Likewise Peighton G. Craighill noted the significance of what Collins said for Classical studies.  In particular he noted that although the particular content of Collins’ study had little relevance for Classical studies, the methods that Collins used, which he drew from Classics, were extremely interesting.
  A significant and impassioned supporter of Collins is Ormonde Plater, a permanent deacon in ECUSA who is an influential liturgical scholar and now Archdeacon of Louisiana.  Plater’s definition of the role of deacons is heavily influenced by his reading of Collins and leads him to declare that ‘(d)eacons are agents of the presider (bishop or presbyter) in word, action and attendance, who lead the people of God in carrying the light of Christ into places of darkness’.
  

Given this immediate response to Collins (reviews of his work came out in journals between 1992–1995) one might reasonably expect a significant shift in thinking fifteen years after the book’s publication.  It is surprising, therefore, that this has not been the case.  Many writings both on ecclesiology and on the New Testament seem unaware of Collins’ thesis.  For example, Ronnie Aitchison writing in 2003 on ‘Biblical Sources for Diaconal Ministry’ makes no reference at all to the work of Collins and states that in almost all of Paul’s thirteen usages if the word diakonia ‘it is quite clear that he is speaking of a ministry of service’. 
  Even if Aitchison disagreed with Collins it would be natural to expect a reason for this to be given in a book such as this.  Likewise R.T. France in his very good commentary on Mark’s gospel makes no reference at all to Collins’ detailed exegesis of Mark 10.45.
  

Although the response to Collins has been muted in some circles, in others his work has begun to be adopted within scholarship.  The term ‘emissary’ has been adopted by some alongside ‘servant’ as an interpretation of diakonos.
  Perhaps even more significant than this is the adoption of some of Collins’ most important points in the 3rd edition of Bauer, Danker, Arndt and Gingrich’s Greek Lexicon (BDAG)
.  A comparison of the entry in the 3rd edition with that of the 1979 2nd edition indicates a significant shift from words primarily associated with serving and waiting at table to words much more associated with acting as an intermediary.  The range of words given for diakonos illustrates the shift well.  In the 1979 edition the word range given for diakonia was (1) service, (2) service necessary for the preparation of a meal, (3) esp. the office of prophets and apostles (4) aid, support, distribution, especially of alms and charitable giving (5) office of a deacon; but in the 2000 edition the range given is (1) service rendered in an intermediary capacity, mediation, assignment: mediation of this public obligation (2) performance of a service (3) functioning in the interest of a larger public, service, office of the prophets and apostles (4) rendering of specific assistance, aid, support;  send someone something for support (5) an administrative function, service as attendant, aide, or assistant (English ‘deacon’).
  This shift of definition in BDAG will inevitably begin to affect how people understand these words and, perhaps, have a parallel impact on how they begin to view ministry.

It is also worth noting that, as far as I can tell, Collins has never been criticised for his linguistic findings on the Hellenistic usage of the word group.  Most scholars seem to accept that his findings and interpretation of the Hellenistic material are accurate.  This is important since it functions as the bedrock of much of Collins’ thesis.  If Collins’ view of the Hellenistic material is correct, then proposals that New Testament usage of the word differs from common Hellenistic usage must demonstrate how and why this shift of meaning took place in the New Testament texts. 

Linguistic Study vs. Study of Function

There are, however, some important critiques of Collins’ argument which need to be considered.  Where disagreements are expressed they are concerned with what difference this makes to our understanding of the New Testament texts.  James Barnett disputes whether a linguistic word study is a sufficient basis for understanding the meaning of the word.  He finds the functions in which the deacons are involved to be the more determinative factor.
  He clarifies this further in a later article by saying that 

Though a good word study is of value, the deacon and diakonia are defined not by a word study but by the ministry first of Jesus himself and then by the office and its functions as it emerged in the church.

This raises an interesting methodological point which needs further exploration.  The traditional understanding of the diakon- words is that these words have a ‘basic’ meaning.  This meaning has been thought to be menial service, at table and elsewhere.  Various people who have read, and responded to Collins have understood him to propose a new ‘basic’ meaning for the words which roughly speaking covers the areas of ‘message’, ‘agency’ and ‘attendance’.
  Barnett wishes to argue against this and maintains that it is only through the function of a deacon that we can discover what the role entails.  

The problem is that we can only encounter that role through words in a text.  Collins began his study with the aim of reinterpreting the function of the word diakonos and cognates in their various contexts,
 but subsequently he has become interested in how the word diakonos maps onto the role of ecclesial deacon.
  Collins’ argument is that the function of a deacon has been misunderstood because, as the word diakonos has been understood to imply service, the role of an ecclesial deacon has also been interpreted as service.  This raises the important question of the extent of the overlap between the diakon- words and the role of an ecclesial deacon to which we will return below.

It is also important to recognise that he does not simply examine Hellenistic texts and then apply their meaning wholesale to New Testament texts.  He carefully and painstakingly goes through the biblical uses of the texts showing how each text uses the words and what functions may be assumed from this.  As a result Collins’ conclusions contain much more nuance that people normally allow.  He does not say that diakoniai etc. do not have connotations of menial activities (indeed in his section on the gospels he shows that they do) instead he argues that this is neither the basic nor the primary meaning of the words.  In fact Collins goes even further than this to say that there is no ‘basic’ or ‘primary’ meaning of the words.  Collins’s attempt throughout his writing is not to give a new basic meaning to the diakon- words but to examine them in their contexts, both classical and biblical, and to decide on the basis of exegesis what their meaning is in that context.  This allows him to propose a lexicographical range for the words which is much broader than the traditional one.  It includes menial service but also, as we have seen, stretches to include among other things message, agency and attendance.  

Thus Collins’ interpretation broadens the linguistic basis for the understanding of the words diakonos and cognates.  Traditionally diakonos has been understood to have an overlap with doulos (slave), which in its turn was seen to imply menial service.  Collins does not remove the overlap with menial service but, effectively, suggests others.  Although diakonos can still be seen to have connotations of menial service, another overlap opens up at the opposite end of the spectrum.  Consequently diakonos begins to have meanings in common with apostolos (messenger) and even presbeuo (to be an ambassador).  One end of the spectrum emphasises the menial aspect of diakonos, whereas the apostolos end emphasises its representative function.  In fact, the two ends of the spectrum are not as far apart as they might appear, for both ends emphasise the fact that the diakonos serves the master – whether as a slave at table or as an ambassador on a mission.  

Furthermore, recent explorations into the nature of slavery in the ancient world also question the overlap between doulos and menial service.  Martin in his book Slavery as Salvation points out that if a slave were to belong to a good master they could gain ‘upward mobility’ and find themselves trusted to supervise estates, manage accounts and, in certain contexts, be recognised as having delegated authority for the master.
   Passages such as 1 Cor. 7:21-24 which have often been seen as advocating freedom from slavery should instead be understood as stressing the importance of passing from the ownership of a bad master to a good one, in which increased status can be enjoyed.

Thus the linguistic range for doulos as well as diakonos seems to be wider than has been traditionally thought. It is at this point, however, that Barnett’s critique of Collins becomes apposite.  Simply establishing a linguistic range is insufficient, it is also important to explore how that linguistic range maps onto the role of an ecclesial deacon.  In other words Collins has, to my satisfaction at least, demonstrated that the function of the diakon- words has a broader lexicographical range than has been allowed in the past.  A question that remains is to what extent that range either did in the past or should in the future affect the role of an ecclesial deacon.

(C) Diakonia in a Christological Context

To be fair to Barnett, we must note that Barnett’s argument also takes in the person and ministry of Jesus.  Like others,
 Barnett wishes to place diakonia in a Christological context.  He argues that the ministry of Jesus so encapsulates service, as illustrated by Jesus’ washing of the disciples feet in John’s gospel, that it is clear that all ministry, whatever its kind be that of humble service.
  As a result, the spirit and teaching of Christ so shapes the word that it is wrong to rely upon Hellenistic values as a basis for understanding it.  Again Andrew Clarke argues that the passage of Jesus washing his disciples feet, though appropriately missing from Collins’ study because it does not mention the word diakonia, indicates that the notion of service is evident ‘irrespective of Collins’ technical interpretation of diakonia ’

Yet again, this raises important questions about method.  Jesus’ washing of the disciples feet in John 13 is popularly seen as a diaconal task, and as such is included in the new ordinal as part of the ordination service for deacons.  The problem with this, as Andrew Clarke acknowledges, is that at no point in this narrative is Jesus’ act described as diaconal: diakonos and its cognates simply do not occur in this passage.  We cannot tell whether either in John or Jesus’ mind this was the act of a diakonos, a doulos or of someone else.   In a sense we are asking the biblical text a question that it cannot answer.  John is capable of using imagery that is intended to be understood at multiple levels both for what it tells us about Jesus’ life and for what it tells us about the Johannine community.  It is impossible to know whether this is one of those times and John gives no clues.  Jesus’ act is one that we should all follow (‘So if I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's feet.  For I have set you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you’ John 13.14–15) but there is no hint here that it is an act that particularly encapsulates the role of a deacon any more than it does any other follower of Christ.  In fact to suggest that this is a diaconal task seems alien to the Johannine context and ecclesiology;
 scholarly opinion, both ancient and modern, favours understanding this passage baptismally, possibly even eucharistically (though this is less common today).

Circling around this debate are accusations of ‘illegitimate totality transfer’.
  This fallacy arises when all the meanings of a word in literature are read into a single occurrence of that word as though present there.  In the General Synod debate on the report For Such a Time as This,
 which relied heavily on Collins work, A. Thiselton accused the report of this fallacy.  The problem is that any attempt to review a subject quickly, as For Such a Time as This was trying to do, has the tendency of falling into this trap.  Unless each text is explored in detail on its own merits, then ‘illegitimate totality transfer’ is always a danger.  

Collins himself levels the same accusation at A. Clarke on the grounds of too much interchange-ability between the diakon- words and the doul- words.
  The issue of how far it is possible to untangle these connections lies at the heart of the exploration of these words.  It seems clear that some uses of diakonos, in the gospels at least, have the notion of service attached to them.  It is also clear that Jesus acted out a role of subversion of status, in which first will be last and the last first.  Again there is evidence that occasionally, though not always, the diakon- words and the doul- words may be read as having overlap.  The question is whether it is possible to put all of these together and to conclude that therefore all diakon- words are words about service and all mentions of service refer to diakonos and cognates.  Collins would say no – and I tend to agree with him - to move from saying that diakon- occasionally has connotations of menial service to saying that all references to service are implicit references to diakon- words is too large a step to take.

(C) Diakonia and Honour

Another critique raises the question of whether Collins has attributed more honour to the role of diakonos than is allowed by the text.  Alastair Campbell, who is otherwise very supportive of Collins’ work, questions the status that Collins gives to the word, arguing that Paul ‘may have been conscious of the honour involved in being a servant of Christ and steward of the mysteries of God (1 Cor 4.1), but he uses the expression in the course of deflating Corinthian pride’.
  While Campbell agrees that the menial significance of the diakon- words has been exaggerated, he nevertheless maintains that the Christian use of the words ‘point away from the titles of honour beloved elsewhere’.  In a similar vein A. Clarke maintains that Paul goes out of his way to belittle his role.  So in 1 Cor 3.5 Paul explicitly states that both he and Apollos have a subordinate role to the one who makes things increase.  Likewise in 2 Cor. 11.23 Paul says that he like his opponents is one of the diakonoi christou.  Clarke maintains that in the context of the catalogue of suffering that Paul gives this is not a title of status.  

In fact, on this point, I would argue that both positions are correct.  This passage in Paul is laden with irony.  Is Paul to be despised? Yes of course he is.  Is he the least of all the apostles?  Yes of course.  Has he had disaster after disaster? Again yes.  So what does this mean?  It means that Christ’s power is made perfect in Paul, because this only happens in weakness (2 Cor. 12.9).  This catalogue of disaster is Paul’s shameful badge of honour both demeaning and exalting him in one fell swoop.  We struggle to understand the honour system in Paul – indeed in the New Testament as a whole - because it is turned upside down.  The most honoured are the weakest.

(C) Who is a ‘minister’? 

Possibly the most important critique of Collins, however, is the debate about who the diakon- words refer to.  One of the major elements of Collins’ thesis is that not all Christians are ministers.  To a certain extent this arises logically out of a theory that a diakonos is an intermediary on behalf of someone else.  If diakonia is no longer regarded as the task of loving one’s neighbour but as the fulfilling of a task ordained either by God, the church or a Bishop, then it cannot be the role of everyone: ‘every member ministry (diakonia)’ does not seem supported by Collins’ reading of the texts.  Instead, it would seem to limit the role to certain, specific individuals.  Clearly this runs counter to the popular understanding of ‘ministry’ in the church today which is becoming ever broader and all encompassing.  Thus scholars such as Barnett would defend vigorously ‘a high theology’ of Baptism and the laity, or in other words the concept that Baptism qualifies all members of the church for ministry. 
  

Two important passages in Collins’ argument here are 1 Cor. 12.4–6 and Eph. 4.11–12.   In 1 Cor. 12.4–6:

Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit;  

and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord;  

and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone.

the three statements are normally understood as equivalent and applying to all.  So all have gifts, all have services (or ministries) and all have activities (or energies).  Collins, however, argues that the second two (ministries and operations) are dependent on the first (gifts).  So there are many diverse gifts in the church but two specific outworkings of this: ministries, which people like Paul and Apollos do, and operations (or energies), which ‘expressed themselves in a diverse range of activities across the whole spectrum of the congregation’.
  Collins’ theory raises an important question of interpretation.  It is clear that these three cannot be regarded as being direct equivalents, anymore than Spirit, Lord and God can be regarded as being exactly the same.  At the same time, however, the three must have some point of connection, again just as Spirit, Lord and God do.  The question is what is that connection.

Paul Avis in his recent book raised the question of Louthian parallelism. 
  If these three phrases are regarded in terms of Hebrew parallelism, then synonymous parallelism is not the only option.  Another option, common when parallels involve three terms is step parallelism (or incremental parallelism) where all three phrases are related but develop on from the previous phrase.  An example of this can be seen in Psalm 39.1–2a

I will guard my ways that I may not sin with my tongue; 

I will keep a muzzle on my mouth as long as the wicked are in my presence.

I was silent and still; I held my peace to no avail; my distress grew worse.

Here the Psalmist develops what he is saying, while keeping a strong connection between the three phrases.  A good argument for viewing 1 Cor. 12.4–6 in this way is that Paul begins here with the Spirit, not as one might expect with God, thus an implication of progression exists.  

Of course it may be that this discussion has become more technical than is necessary for understanding this passage in terms of who has ‘services’, because although Paul says that there are varieties of gifts, services and activities he does not here say that everyone has all of them.  It all depends on how connected this small unit is to its surrounding context.  In 1 Cor. 12.5 Paul does say that everyone receives something from the sprit, but this is not gifts, services or activities but ‘the manifestation of the Spirit’.  This is normally understood to be gifts, given Paul’s opening in 12.1 but may not necessarily be so.  In fact, elsewhere in 1 Cor. 14.1 he exhorts the Corinthians to strive for spiritual gifts, implying that not all have them as a matter of course.  If Paul is not saying here that all have gifts, there is no reason to understand him as saying all have services and activities either, they are simply an example of diversity in themselves.

Eph. 4.11–12 sets up similar issues.  The question here is whether there should be a comma after saints or not.  The difference is marked.  If a comma is absent as it is in all contemporary translations 

the gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers,  to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ

the verse means that the saints do the work of ministry.  If it is present as it was in the 1946 RSV, then the three become equivalent phrases (for equipping the saints, for the work of ministry and for building up the body of Christ) which is something not done by the whole church but received by them.  The question is a matter of syntax and both meanings are possible.  The three phrases (equip the saints, work of ministry and building up…) are prefixed by a preposition: the first is pros the second two are eis.  The syntax of Ephesians is notoriously complex so this change may or may not be significant.  The question cannot be adequately solved, as Thiselton tries to do in the case of 1 Corinthians and Barnett in the case of Ephesians, by appealing to a consensus within scholarship.
  The whole point is that Collins is suggesting a radically new hypothesis and, as we established above, this has not received the treatment it deserves.  The fact that most scholars don’t follow his theory is proof in neither direction.  Nevertheless, the fact that the syntax is not most naturally read as Collins reads it may sway us more in one direction than another.  

It is again interesting to note that the logic of this passage even as translated in modern translations does not necessarily mean that all do ‘the work of ministry’.  The gifts Paul speaks about
 equip the saints for the work of ministry – they get them ready for it – but do they actually do it?  It would be possible to read this passage as saying that the saints are prepared for the task of diakonia to which the church may or may not commission them.
  All should be prepared, but not all will be commissioned.  Such a reading would widen the scope of ministry from Collins’ narrow definition, but narrow the popular understanding of ministry for all at all times.  This may provide us with interesting material for reflection on the nature of ministry within the church to which we shall return below.

We should take care, however, before resting too much of a case upon these passages.  Their meaning is at best opaque.  Although a case can be made for the word ministry referring to a small number of people, it can also be made for it referring to all Christians.  Both are reasonable interpretations of the passage.  The problem is that these passages simply do not point us clearly in either direction; we must take care therefore before building a case too firmly upon them.

(B) Conclusions

Collins’ study of diakonia is hugely important.  It represents a shift of perspective on the understanding of diakonia in New Testament and other early texts that cannot be ignored.  Whether one agrees with Collins or not, his case is so persuasively put that it must be explored and debated.  In my view the most significant and persuasive outcome of Collins’ interpretation is that ministry is not primarily about caring for one’s neighbours but about fulfilling a task commissioned by a master (whether this be in the case of a ‘normal’ servant or in the case of a servant of God or of the church).  This change of focus is immensely helpful as it centres the attention on the primary motivation of ministry which is the fulfilling of God’s calling not just the care of one’s neighbour.

Of course it is important to recognise that this redefinition does not in any way undermine the importance of humble care for one’s neighbour within the Christian tradition.  As followers of Christ, we are all called to follow Christ’s example and wash each other’s feet, to seek not to be first but to be last, to subvert the hierarchies and love of power which characterises all societies whether ancient or modern.  What this redefinition does, however, is to question whether this understanding is the basic understanding of diakonia in the New Testament.  It is possible that one’s commissioned task would be humble care for others. What Collins’ theory denies is that this is always the case in all instances of diakonia.  What Collins tries to do is to disentangle the notions of humble service and diakonia.  He does not deny that the two do have connections, he just argues that they are not synonymous.  In this I find his theories entirely convincing.

The implications of this are widespread both for an understanding of what the laity do and of what deacons do.  The tendency to regard humble service as being synonymous with diakonia has meant on the one hand that all instances of care – whatever its form - shown by Christians has been understood to be ‘ministry’ and, on the other hand, that the role of the deacon has been characterised primarily in terms of humble service.  If we disentangle these two then care, humble service and love of one’s neighbour remains at the heart of the Christian tradition but not solely associated with the diaconate or ministry.  The role of the deacon, or minister, is instead associated with the carrying out of a commissioned task, a task commissioned by the Church, Bishop or, indeed, God.  What is important about this is that it allows for greater reflection about the specificity of a deacon’s role without removing from all baptised Christians the role – indeed requirement – of humble, loving care for one’s neighbour.

Where I am less convinced by Collins’ theory is in his desire to make the role of a diakonos open only to those ordained deacon.  This seems to me to be overstating the evidence.  We noted above that the two most important passages, 1 Cor. 6.9 and Eph. 4.11–12, cannot quite bear the weight of this argument.  While they can mean that ministries are not for all, they can also just as easily - and possibly more easily - mean the opposite.  In my view an interesting middle scenario is suggested by Eph. 4.11-12 which may be helpful.  As noted above Eph. 4.11–12 can on one reading say that the gifts (of apostleship etc.) are for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, i.e. prepares them for ministry.  It is possible that the ideal scenario is that all are ready and prepared for ministry; ready for the time when they will be commissioned to a task of diakonia whatever that may be.  Such an understanding could encompass both permanent and temporary commissionings, from ordination, to licensing as reader, to serving a term as a warden and so on.  The thing that would make what was done ‘ministry’ would be the formal commissioning by the church or bishop.  This case does not stand or fall on reading Eph. 4.11–12 as preparing the saints for ministry.  If diakonia is understood as commissioned agency, then all may technically be equipped for it, but will still need to be commissioned for that agency to become possible.

This attempt at a definition of diakonia does not take into account the following of a commission by God to fulfil the general work of the kingdom, which would be related to the much wider understanding of ministry common in the church today.  This alerts us to one of the problems in using the New Testament texts to seek a definition for ‘ministry’.  One of the greatest problems in using the diakon- words in a modern context is that it is one thing to establish their meaning in various biblical passages; it is quite another thing to discern the extent to which their historical exegetical meanings should govern modern practice.  Diakon- words have produced in English two distinct words: deacons and diaconal ministry on the one hand and ‘ministry’ on the other.  The former refers to a distinct ecclesial role; the latter can refer (though does not always do so) to a general description of activity within and by the church.  In my view Collins ties the diakon- words too firmly to deacons and diaconal ministry to the detriment of an understanding of more general ministry within the church.

We noted early on in this paper that in fact the New Testament and early church seemed to have a variety of views of deacons, some more hierarchical like 1 Timothy and Ignatius and some more fluid like Philippians and Clement.  In the same way in some passages the diakon- words have a clear and particular meaning; in others they are much less well defined.  Problems emerge when, in our desire for a single modern practice, we attempt to force all texts to say the same thing.  This is when we are in danger of illegitimate totality transfer.

Despite all of this, it is possible to draw some helpful conclusions about ministry with the help of Collins’ theory about diakonia in the New Testament and Early Church.  These are that ministry is more to do with the carrying out of a commissioned task than it is about care of one’s neighbour, that the model of humble service while a vital element in Christian tradition is not solely tied up with diakonia, and that more general ministry, as a result, can have the more specific focus of commissioned or mandated tasks than it is often given in the modern church.  However, extreme caution must be exercised about pushing this theory too far – the ambiguity of some of the important texts and the variety that exists within the tradition prevent us from reaching a rock solid conclusion.  Diakonia and ministry are and will remain complex and diverse concepts both in the New Testament and in the church today.
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