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In some past centuries it might almost have seemedhiiddity had no mission. The
Lord, it was said, had assigned the mission to evandbkzeorld to the apostles and their
successors. Since the wapostlemeans someone sent, a herald, an emissary, it neight that
persons not in the apostolic succession could not be $&noughout the Middle Ages and early
modern times, lay people were active in the world, lodinarily played a rather passive role in
the Church. Saints like King Louis IX and Thomas Maopliad their faith admirably to the
world of politics, but did not meddle in ecclesiasticéies. Other lay persons were scholars and
apologists for the faith, but official documents of @eurch did not speak of them as having a
mission or ministry, terms that were commonly appie@the Church and to the clergy but not to
the laity.

The Lay Apostolate

Sensing the advent of a new situation, the Popes é&etiening of the twentieth century
began to involve the laity in the ministry of theutth. Pius X established Catholic Action, and
Pius Xl assiduously fostered its growth. In 1928 he wrdZatHolic Action has no other
purpose than the participation of the laity in the agastmf the hierarchy™” But Catholic
Action made no provision for the laity to exerciseapostolate of their own.

With Pius Xl (1939-1958) we see a further positive developmbnan address of 1946

he declared: “The Faithful, more precisely the laynfalt find themselves on the front lines of the



Church’s life; for them the Church is the animatingh@ple for human society. Therefore, they
in particular, ought to have an ever-clearer consciassnet only of belonging to the Church,
but of being the Church. ... These are the Ch@ich.

Pius XII modified the statements of his predecessorstabiee dependence of the lay
apostolate on the hierarchy. That dependence, heaganits of degrees. It is strictest in the
case of Catholic Action, which is an instrumentha hands of the hierarchy. But other works of
the lay apostolate, he observed, could be left moleserto the free initiative of lay persons,
while of course being conducted within the limits allovi®y competent ecclesiastical authorities.

Here in the United States, Catholic Action had dimlited success, except perhaps in the well-
attended Summer School for Catholic Action, which disge crowds of students until the time
of Vatican Il. The period between the two world waesertheless witnessed a prodigious
growth of lay activity on the part of Catholics. 1817 the National Catholic Welfare Conference
set up the National Council of Catholic Men and thedwal Council of Catholic Women. Also
in 1917 David Goldstein, a Jewish convert to Catholictsmk to preaching on the streets as a
lay evangelist. Several years later he and Marthar®@very established the Catholic
Campaigners for Christ. Likewise in 1917 Thomas Wyatt @ura lay professor at Howard
University, organized the Federation of Colored Cathplivhich eventually blended into the
Catholic Interracial Council. In 1924 Michael Williadminded the lay Catholic magazine
Commonweal In 1933 Peter Maurin and Dorothy Day launched the GatWadrker movement.
About 1940 Catherine de Hueck established Friendship Houge anbther group of lay
Catholics founded the magazimegrity. Pat and Patty Crowley started the Christian Family

Movement in 1947. Thus there was no lack of vigorous @Gatlag movements.



The Second Vatican Council did much to bring officiall@dic teaching abreast of the de
facto situation, but the Council can hardly be saidatvelmade revolutionary changes in the
theology of the laity. Its treatment of the lamythe Constitution on the Church and in the
Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity reflected predantly the work of Yves Congar, whose
classic work on the Laity had been published ten yeatiere

The Council wrestled with the question how to definelalgdaithful. From a canonical
point of view, they were baptized Christians who haidraceived the sacrament of orders.
Seeking a more positive definition, the Council Fatbeught that lay Christians were
incorporated in the Body of Christ by virtue of theapbism and therefore shared in their own
way in Christ’s threefold office as priest, prophet] &img. As a result they partook in the
mission of the Church. What was specific to the la# such, according to the Council, was their
secular calling - namely, to engage in temporal affageking to order them according to the plan
of God. “They live in the world,” said the Councilhdt is, in each and in all of the secular
professions and occupations. They live in the ordio@cymstances of family and social life,
from which the very web of their existence is wavAumen Gentiun31). From this it followed
that they “are called in a special way to make the €hpresent and operative where only
through them can she become the salt of the eart®"3®).

As a general description of what the lay faithful areld, the Council selected the term
apostolate perhaps because it had been used in the documents @ficCattion. It defined the
apostolate as the sum total of the activity wherbyMystical Body spreads the kingdom of
Christ and thereby brings the world to share in Chrssving redemptionApostolicam

Actuositaten®). Vatican Il made an important further advancehéndpirit of Pius XII. It stated



that while lay persons can be called to participatberapostolate of the hierarchy, as is the case
in Catholic Action, this is not their sole way odegcising the apostolate. Prior to any mandate
from the hierarchy, they already participate in thengamission of the Church through their
baptism and confirmation. Through these sacramentsaittehimself commissions them to the
apostolate. Far from being merely passive recipidrtseoministrations of the hierarchy, all the
lay faithful have a positive role to play; they arlechto make their own contribution to the
growth and sanctification of the Church (LG 33; AA 2-3).

The Council was quite aware that its “secular” charaagon of the mission of the laity
was not a rigorous definition: it did not apply to all nfems of the laity nor exclusively to them.
Together with lay persons, some priests and religious emgaged in the temporal sphere, and
thus were doing what the Council depicted as proper taitlye Nevertheless, said the Council,
Christians in sacred orders were by their particulaation chiefly and professedly ordained to
the sacred ministry. Religious, for their part, wealled to give striking testimony to the
transfiguration of the world in the spirit of the baades. Thus the clergy and religious were
distinguished from the laity by their specific vocat{® 31).

Conversely, it could be said that some members daityewvere working in ecclesiastical
rather than secular tasks, but since they did so with@lination, they remained laymen. In
seeking a strict definition of the laity, thereforegdad to fall back in the end on the negative
marks of not being ordained and not being vowed religious.

At various points in its documents, Vatican Il soughtléwify the respective competences
of the hierarchy and the laity, making several impdrthstinctions® All Christians, it taught, are

called by virtue of their baptism to be active in ediag and sanctifying the Church, though



always under the supervision of the hierarchy. T ilaiparticular are called to make the
Church present and operative in secular environmentsevthie difficult for clergy and vowed
religious to penetrate. Over and above this genettasoahe members of the laity receive a
special mandate from the hierarchy to cooperate inr@ )mmediate way in the apostolate of the
hierarchy, as did the co-workers in the gospel to whaui efers in his letters (Rom 16:3ff; Phil
4:3). Catholic Action, | suppose, would fit into thisegry. And finally, a few may be
commissioned to supply for certain sacred functions ontjimaserved to the clergy because of a
shortage of priests or some persecution that preveestpfiom performing their tasks. Lay
persons cannot of course perform functions reservetketortdained by divine law, such as saying
Mass and giving sacramental absolution in the sacranfiéténance. But they can receive the
deputation, for example, to baptize, to withess marrjaggsreach, and to distribute Holy
Communion.

Lay Ministry in Authoritative Teaching

In the documents of Vatican Il the distinction is afteade between the sacred ministry of
the ordained and the apostolate of the laity. Witprieslilection for the terrapostolate the
Council applied the termministry only rarely to lay persons, but these instancesighdew in
number, are significant in view of later developmenithe Constitution on the Liturgy speaks of
servers, lectors, commentators, and choir membgrer&sming a true ministrySacrosanctum
Concilium29; cf. 35, 112, 122). The Decree on Christian Education spéaégious
instruction carried out by lay persons as a true myn{&ravissimum Educationig, 8). The
Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity charaizes missionary work, whether performed by

clergy, religious, or laity, as a ministrixd Gente6). It speaks of the ministry of those who



without ordination perform works proper to deacons sudkashing catechism, presiding over
communities in the name of the pastor, or practiciragighin social or relief work (AG 16). The
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern Wasles the termministeriumrather

loosely to indicate any kind of service, including workb&alf of peace, justice, and the defense
of human life Gaudium et Spes8, 51, 79), which are normally the task of lay pergons.

The question of terminology is important because itheg®me a matter of controversy.
The Holy See in 1997 published a document forbidding laypetsaassume titles such pastor
andchaplain but not excluding a discriminating use of the wonidister® Some, going beyond
this instruction, contend that the termsisterandministry should be reserved to the ordained
and never applied to laypersons. Others object thaetheministry should be restricted to the
exercise of an established office in the Church. r&ither of these positions seems to be
warranted by official Catholic teaching; still legs®cripture and tradition.

Biblically, the term most closely corresponding toistity seems to bdiakonig which is
translated into Latin aministeriumor ministratio. This term has a range of meanings extending
all the way from service to office. So, likewiske ttermdiakonosor ministercan mean a servant,
a helper, a minister, or a deacon. In First Commtki chapter 12 - a passage that is of great
interest for our purposes - Paul speaks of varietiesasfsths ¢harismatof), ministries
(diakonior), and activities€nergemato)y all proceeding from the same God, who is Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. In his first list of gifts, servicesr works, Paul mentions healing, miracle
working, prophesying, speaking in tongues, and interpreting tenginich do not seem to
require any office, but a little later in the chaptemhentions the offices of apostle, teacher, and

administrator as forms alfiakonia Thus biblically the term most closely corresponding



ministry embraces both official and unofficial adies dedicated to the upbuilding of the Christian
community?

In official Catholic documents since Vatican Il théxas been a growing tendency to apply
the termministryto lay activities, where the Council would probablyéasedapostolate
Ministry is used in particular for services intended to build upCimerch from within, whereas
apostolateto the extent that it is still used, connotes @@ directed outward to the world.

Pope Paul VI in 1972 established the offices of lectoraamodite as lay ministries. In so
doing he declared: “Ministries may be committed to layistians. They are no longer regarded
as reserved to candidates for the sacrament of ortfeiHien establishing these two ministries
he invited episcopal conferences to submit requestdlier official lay ministries to be
acknowledged. This papal invitation has been generathydgh probably because laypersons find
the concept of installed ministries too clericaltiogir taste. But the Pope’s declaration that
ministry should be open to lay Catholics has been gixigpted.

Several years later, in his Apostolic ExhortationrEmMangelization, Paul VI taught: “The
laity can also feel called, or in fact be calledct@perate with their pastors in the service of the
ecclesial community, for the sake of its growth ared liThis can be done through the exercise of
different kinds of ministries according to the grace dmatisms which the Lord has been pleased
to bestow on them:*

Pope John Paul Il spoke of lay ministries on many amess For example, in his
Apostolic ExhortatiorFamiliaris Consortiohe devoted four paragraphs to the ministry of
evangelization and catechesis carried out by Chripaaents. “The ministry of evangelization

carried out by Christian parents,” he wrote, “is oadjiand irreplaceable” (FC 53).



In his Apostolic Exhortation on the Laity, publishedl®88, Pope John Paul expressed
satisfaction with the progress made since Vaticam dichieving greater collaboration among
priests, religious, and lay faithful in the proclamatidnhe word of God, in catechesis, and in the
great variety of services entrusted to the lay faitimficluding women. In a special section on lay
ministries the Pope strongly urged pastors to “acknowledddoster the ministries, offices, and
roles of the lay faithful that find their foundationtime Sacraments to Baptism and Confirmation”
(Christifideles Laici23). But at the same time he cautioned against “andiseriminate use of
the wordministry,” which is sometimes overextended to include meredyakor occasional
activities. The Pope also warns against “clericatiré of the lay faithful, which would overlook
the distinction between their functions and thoséefdrdained.

In his Apostolic LetteNovo Millennio Ineuntepublished at the close of the great jubilee
of the year 2000, John Paul Il stated that in additionmrdained ministries, “other ministries,
whether formally instituted or simply recognized, caufish for the good of the whole
community ... from catechesis to liturgy, from educatbthe young to the widest array of
charitable works” (NMI 46).

The United States Bishops on Lay Ministry

Here in the United States, the Conference of CatiBidihops in its annual meetings of
1980, 1995, and 2005 has published three significant documentsraimistyy. The first of
them, entitled “Called and Gifted®recalled that the Second Vatican Council encouraged the
laity to use their gifts both for the service of hukiad and for building up the Church, that is to
say, for ecclesial ministry. The document noted naministries of this second kind were

relatively new in the Church. The development wasetevelcomed, said the bishops, not least



because it permitted the Church to avail herself ofrtarifold talents of women, some of which
had not been sufficiently utilized in the past.

The 1995 document, titled “Called and Gifted for the Neweditium,™* distinguished
still more clearly between the two areas of layvédgt their witness and service in secular society
and their service to the Church, calling only theelegtclesial lay ministry Lay ministry, it
stated, is not just a job but a true call from God, andtally important for renewing the Church
as a community. The study also pointed out the mangtiesriof lay ministry being exercised
today in parishes and other settings, such as marriagadils, schools, shelters for the homeless,
peace and justice networks, and health care facilities.

The 2005 statement, much longer than its two predecebsars, the title “Co-Workers
in the Vineyard” and the subtitle “A Resource for Guiding Development of Lay Ecclesial
Ministry.”** It is called day ministry, says the document, because it is foundedesatraments
of initiation (baptism, confirmation, and Eucharisgjhrer than the sacrament of orders, which
grounds the sacred ministry of the clergy. Easlesialbecause it is approved and supervised by
Church authority and because it aims at building up the Ghdtds aministry because it is a
participation in the threefold ministry of Christ a®phet, priest, and king.

“Co-Workers” deals at some length with four main poittte: call to lay ecclesial ministry
and its discernment; formation for such ministry; d¢horization, appointment, and induction of
ministers; and finally, the workplace in which minysis conducted. Justly described as a
“landmark document'® it should greatly help to assure that lay ministerscarepetent, that their
ministries are duly authorized, and that their functmmesnot confused with the sacred ministries

reserved to the ordained. Without making a class oatyahinisters, it does give them the kind



of recognition they so richly deserve.

Lay Ministries since Vatican Il

A recent studyl.ay Parish Ministerspublished by the National Pastoral Life Center here
in New York City, impressively documents the exponemgialvth of lay ministries in Catholic
parishes in the United Stat€sOutnumbering priests, those who work more than twientys a
week now number more than 30,000. Ninety-three perceheof are paid for their work, while
a little over six percent are volunteers. About 80%waymen, 20% men.

The activities of these parish ministers are almagaliverse as parish life itself. They may
be broken down under headings such as the following. Abmiuarter are general parish
ministers, a category that includes parish life cootdirsa About forty percent are in religious
education. About ten percent are youth ministers. ré&sieare in fields such as music ministry,
liturgy, and various kinds of social outreach. Among tinekiof work done by lay ministers we
may think of ministry to the sick and elderly, evangsian, instruction of catechumens,
preparation for first communion, marriage preparatiomitgpl direction, and counseling the
bereaved.

The Study | am summarizing records an extremely high éhsatisfaction on the part of
lay ministers in their work. Well over 90% describeittwork as meaningful and spiritually
rewarding. Eighty-seven percent say that they wouldweage others to enter lay ministry.
Conversely, parishioners generally report that theycantent with the competence and
dedication of the lay ministers. Such resistancéa®tmight have been a decade or two ago
seems to be crumbling.

Recent reviews of the current situation call atteantma number of areas of concern, both

10



practical and theoreticil. Among the practical concerns, they mention theivels low salaries,
which make it difficult for heads of families to take lag ministries. Also in this category of
practical concerns, they mention the need for adequateny, especially in areas of theology,
church administration, and canon law. If lay minstesmetimes deviate from sound doctrine or
sound ecclesial practice, it is often because the tenigigre poorly instructed and perhaps
unaware of official directives. Still another contés that some priests are not at ease in working
collaboratively with lay persons. It is a difficultt&o exercise authority and at the same time
avoid any taint of authoritarianism.

Among the more theoretical concerns are questionsecoing the proper line of
demarcation between the responsibilities of the tabgaand lay people in the Church. Two
opposite excesses are possible: laicism and clericalismeism so emphasizes baptism as to
imagine that it confers all rights and powers in therCh, so that ordination would not be
understood as giving any new sacramental and hierargloioadrs. The clericalist deviation
overemphasizes the value of ordination, with the reékattthe active powers conferred by
baptism, confirmation, and matrimony are unduly minithiz&ome Protestant Reformers of the
sixteenth century gravitated toward laicism; Cathatidhe Counter-Reformation era tended
toward clericalism. Each of the two errors survitiesome extent and could be documented in
current Catholic literature.

The Second Vatican Council showed a viable path betti®etwo extremes. In
continuity with earlier councils, it taught that the paye/of presiding at liturgical worship,
teaching obligatory doctrine, and governing the peopleoaf kelong by divine right to the Pope

and the bishops, assisted by other members of thgg/cld@ihe laity, by virtue of their sacramental
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incorporation in the body of Christ, have a minigtrypuild up the Church under the supervision
of the hierarchy, to bear witness to their faitig &0 engage in the sanctification of the world.
The Council characterized the split between faith arig lda as one of the most serious errors of
our time (GS 43). To correct this error, lay persons Wi in the ordinary circumstances of the
world must be made conscious of their Christian respititiss.

Pope John Paul Il gave special attention to the raleeolaity in connection with
missionary activity, re-evangelization, and the evargteon of cultures. “Their responsibility, in
particular,” he wrote, “is to testify how the Chrastifaith constitutes the only fully valid response
- consciously perceived and stated by all in varying degrée the problems and hopes that life
poses to every person and society. This will be plessitihe lay faithful will know how to
overcome in themselves the separation of the Gospallife to take up again in their daily
activities in family, work, and society, an integratggproach to life that is fully brought about by
the inspiration and strength of the Gospel” (CL 34).

Although Vatican Il has led to a gratifying expansiotegfministries within the Church,
the Council's hopes that the lay faithful would find neativation for evangelizing the world and
transforming the temporal order according to the pla@ad remain largely unfulfiled. Indeed,
Catholic lay organizations are perhaps less vigorouytitda they were before the Council.
Seeking to overcome any confessional isolationpallmhany Catholics have become reluctant to
support distinctively Christian and Catholic organization

Some authors contend that overemphasis on lay masissripartly responsible for
obscuring the secular mission of the laity, which$lkeeond Vatican Council regarded as primary.

In 1977 a group of Catholics based in Chicago issued a ‘fagola of Concern” in which they
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complained that lay ministry since Vatican Il had camenean involvement in Church-related

activities, such as religious education, pastoral cackitairgical functions, with the result that
the responsibility of the laity to transform polificaconomic, and social institutions had been

devalued? During the past few years, Mr. Russell Shaw has tdiesame position in several
books. The unwarranted attention given to lay ectlesnastries, he says, in combination with
other factors, has distracted the laity from whatid4at || described as their main functin.

It would be a mistake, | believe, to make a sharp dichgtoetween ministry in the
Church and apostolate in the world, as if it were reang40 choose between them. Lay
ministries in the Church, properly conducted, can grédly to offset the forces of secularism;
they can form a Catholic people sufficiently united twi§t in prayer and sufficiently firm and
well instructed in their faith to carry out the kindsapostolate that Vatican Il envisaged. Only if
they are thoroughly imbued with Catholic values and prgpeidrmed about Catholic doctrine
can lay Catholics be expected to bear witness conljdenthe gospel in the complex world of
our day. Lay ministers are desperately needed to emabléatholic schools and parishes to
fulfill their mission and to give quality service to theowing Catholic population. They can help
fathers and mothers to live up to the duties in thesGani family; they can help Catholics in
business, politics, and the professions to understand¢figious opportunities and
responsibilities. Well-trained ministers are needeprtaluce lay apostles, and likewise to foster
vocations to the priesthood and the religious life, tviaiee in short supply.

Ours is not a time for rivalry between clergy andylaitr between lay ministers and
apostles to the world, as if what was given to thewome taken away from the other. Only

through cooperation among all her members can the Chwvealp to her divine calling. Just as
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the eye cannot say to the ear, “I have no needwf go the lay minister and the social reformer,
the contemplative religious and the parish priest mustcssagch other: | need your witness and
assistance to discern and live up to my own vocatitinerBody of Christ. Because the lay
faithful constitute the overwhelming majority of Calibs, the future of the Church lies
predominantly in their hands. The recognition recegitign to lay ecclesial ministries should

help the laity to rise to the challenges and opportgritiat are theirs today.
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