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DEACONS - SERVANTS OF CHRIST 

Deacons minister to  
God’s people through  

Word, Sacrament, and Charity 

A Deacon is called to serve in the manner of Jesus.  He 
is a Christian man in his usual employment and 
lifestyle, trained and formed by additional study and 
prayer and graced by the Sacrament of Holy Orders for 

a special ministry.  Deacons  may serve 
in parishes, hospitals, nursing homes 
and many other ministries. For more 
information contact Deacon Michael 
Russo, Director at (814) 361-2000 or by 

email at mrusso@dioceseaj.org.  Are you being called?  
www.dioceseaj.org/diaconate/ 

W hen I was 45, my world fell apart. Literally, 
my life changed overnight. I was living a 
very full and rewarding life, working as 

a bank executive vice president, serving as an officer 
in the Windber fire company and enjoying my life as a 
father of three and devoted husband to my wife, Carol. 
I was also very active in the Catholic Church, serving 
as an extraordinary minister of holy Communion, 
lector and active member of Sts. Cyril and Methodius 
Church in Windber, where my parents had raised me 
in faith, where I attended Catholic school and served 
as an altar boy.

All of that came to a screeching halt when I suffered a massive 
heart attack. Often referred to as a “widowmaker,” this cardiac event 
destroyed one-third of my heart. I was not expected to live.

At this seemingly hopeless time, I turned to my faith. I prayed to 
the Blessed Mother and promised to pray the rosary every day if she 
would intercede and ask God to let me live. After 23 days in intensive 
care, I began to heal. On the road to recovery, I experienced firsthand 
the power of prayer and kept my promises in return.

I returned to work but subsequently suffered two more heart 
attacks, eventually leading to quadruple bypass surgery and two mini-
strokes. It became clear that I could not continue to work. Much to 
my dismay, at age 52, I had to leave a job I loved and go on disability. 
I was devastated and had difficulty dealing with life after this loss.

Reading the Catholic Register one morning, I noticed an 
announcement for an upcoming meeting for men interested in 
becoming a permanent deacon. I didn’t know what a deacon was, 
but I was compelled to attend the meeting. It turned out to be one 
of the best decisions I ever made. For the first time since I left my 
job, I felt like I belonged. I decided to apply.

The five-year training to become a deacon was both challenging 
and exciting. Prior to ordination, candidates must attend a weeklong 
silent retreat to contemplate the responsibility of being a deacon. 
While walking the Stations of the Cross Trail in New Baltimore, I 
prayed to God, “Help me to decide if I am worthy to be your servant.” 
As I walked on the dirt path, I looked down. Before my eyes were 

Dylan Hopp
is a hero. In giving his 
life, he gave seven 
others, whose organs 
were failing from 
disease or injury, the 
gift of sight, freedom 
from machines or 
even life itself. 

Dylan was heroic 
before his passing. 
He always knew he 
wanted to be an organ donor, though it was not listed on 
his driver’s license. 

“He had talked about it. He knew he wanted to do that,” 
said his mom, Kim. “He had remarkable insight for a young 
man who had his whole life ahead of him.” 

Raised by a single mom, Dylan was an only child who was 
known to be “kind, funny and engaging.”

“He was a very giving person,” she said. “It came out 
after he passed that he touched so many people’s lives 
and how much he had an effect on other people: a sticky 
note of encouragement; a little act of kindness for a friend, 
colleague or his family. He was always there for everybody. 
He kept everybody together.”

He did great in school, she continued. He liked boxing, 
fishing, golfing and just being in the outdoors. A go-getter 
who was moving up in management, he never asked for help. 
“He just did want he had to do and worked his butt off to 
get the things he wanted.”

Dylan was also faithful. In the last year, she said, faith had 
become everything to him. “God was everything. He read 
the Bible and did the journals. He even got a colleague to 
go to church with him.

“He was my everything,” she said softly. “He was perfect. 
I couldn’t have asked for a better son. We had a great 
relationship.”

Kim noted that the hospital that cared for him said his 
decision to be an organ donor helped more people than 
they have ever seen before. “It is important to be an organ 
donor,” she said. She hopes his story will encourage others 
to consider organ donation. “It helps give life to so many 
other people, and it is so misunderstood.

“It brings me such great comfort that he helped so many 
people.”

 About organ donation
Currently, more than 118,000 people in the United States 

are waiting for a transplant. Every 10 minutes, another 
person’s name is added to the national list. In Pennsylvania 
alone, there are more than 8,000.

A single organ, tissue and cornea donor can save up 
to eight lives and enhance those of more than 75 others. 
Ninety-five percent of Americans support organ donation. 
The minimum age to be an organ donor is 18.

For more information about organ donation, visit the 
Center for Organ Recovery and Education: www.core.org

To become a donor in Pennsylvania, register online at 
www.dmv.org/pa-pennsylvania/organ-donor.php or in 
person at your local driver’s license photo center. 

FOLLOWING 
GOD’S PATH – 

My personal story
DEACON THOMAS M. PAPINCHAK,

 Sts. Cyril and Methodius Parish, Windber

two pieces of straw in the form of a cross. I said, “Thank you, God. I 
am going to be a deacon.” 

In May 1998, I was ordained and assigned to Sts. Gregory and 
Barnabas Church in Daisytown. This gift was going well, until I 
turned 68 and my heart reached a critical state of weakness. My 
cardiac function had become too low to sustain life, 
and I was told the only option was a heart transplant.

I struggled with this decision until I was told I 
had mere days to live. My doctor checked me in for 
observation overnight and at 2 a.m., the nurse woke 
me and said I had a phone call. I wondered, “Now 
what happened?” When I answered the phone, the 
voice on the other end simply said, “You have a new 
heart.” I could only answer, “What?” She said again, 
“You have a new heart.” I hung up, cried tears of joy 
and gratitude and fear, then told my wife the news.

We called our children and, when they arrived, I said 
my goodbyes. Before I went under, I said to God, “I put 
it in your hands.” I did not believe I was coming back.

Due to complications, I had difficulty recovering 
and remained in a coma for three weeks. During that 
time, I knew nothing of the outside world. I could talk to myself, 
and I had many visions and delusions, both good and bad. I watched 
people file before me at my wake service. In one vision, which I call 
my self-life, I was wrapped in chains and barbed wire and tied up 
with ropes that secured me in a muddy compound. I was ready to 
give up. I told God: “Do what you want with me; I can’t take this 

anymore.” I kneeled down in the mud and looked to my right, and 
Jesus was kneeling next to me. His light brown wavy hair, groomed 
beard and whip marks were all real to me. His brown eyes pierced 
my eyes and He said, “It’s OK, it’s OK!” At that moment, I woke up 
to my son saying, “Dad, wake up. I love you.” God had spared me.

I knew nothing of my name, where I was or the 
answer to any question asked. After seven weeks of 
slow and grueling recovery, I was able to go home. 
It was a rough road to recovery that lasted two years 
before I could fully function.

When I was ready to return to service, I transferred 
to my home parish, Sts. Cyril and Methodius Church, 
where I continue today to fulfill my diaconal duties: 
liturgy, preaching the Gospel and serving the needs 
of our people.

I continue to struggle with health issues, but have 
persevered. I go on believing that God has me in the 
palm of his hand. In May, I celebrated my 10-year 
anniversary of receiving a new heart. They said I would 
not make it that long, but God fooled them! He had 
other plans for me, didn’t He?

So often I hear, “You were led by God to help His people.” God 
gives you a path to follow. It’s up to you to hear Him and allow Him 
to lead you. My life has been wonderful and full of great experiences. 
I enjoyed serving people as a banker and volunteer fireman, and now 
I serve God in a special way as His servant.

May God bless all of you and lead you down your chosen path. 

“I told God: 
‘Do what you 
want with me; 
 I can’t take 

this anymore.’” 
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