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People of God 

Sanctification 

The Mission of the Laity: 
understanding the Laity's role in the 

BODY OF CHRIST 

 

Body of Christ 

 

So we being many, are one body in Christ, 

and every one members one of another. 
Romans 12:5 

 

Evangelisation 

  

The Church 
is an organic 
communion 

Spiritual 
Gifts 

In this article, Thomas Waugh examines the vital role of the Laity within the 
mission of the Church. 

The 
Apostolate 

The Temporal Mission of the Laity 

As significant as the above tasks are, if we were to end 
here, we would be guilty of neglecting that task to which 
all laity, as laity, are called.36  As the Council stated, the 
laity contribute to the Church's mission by directing their 
activity to: 

...the evangelisation and sanctification of men and to the penetrating 
and perfecting of the temporal order through the spirit of the Gospel. 
In this way, their temporal activity openly bears witness to Christ and 
promotes the salvation of men. Since the laity, in accordance with their 
state of life, live in the midst of the world and its concerns, they are 
called by God to exercise their apostolate in the world like leaven, with 

the ardour of the spirit of Christ." 

A few things warrant our attention. Firstly, the laity receive 
their mission from God. It is not a mission delegated by the 
hierarchy.38  The laity are called to exercise their initiative 
in creatively seeking ways to bring the Gospel to the world 
employing all their talents, competence and gifts to do so. 
Secondly, the laity are called: they have a right, and a duty, 
to undertake their mission of evangelising the world." 
Thirdly, and as should be evident at this stage, the secular 
nature of the lay vocation roots the mission firmly in the 

world. 

As participants in Christ's priestly office, the laity can 
offer all their day to God consisting of work undertaken, 
thoughts and prayers, or the joys and sufferings of daily life, 
most fittingly at the Eucharistic Sacrifice. 

Participating in Christ's prophetic office, the laity are to 
look 'for opportunities to announce Christ by words...'.4° Tn 
combination with the witness of a Christian life and patient 
and intelligent dialogue, the laity should also be praying 
for and taking opportunities to announce that through the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, all are invited to 
turn back to God and enjoy communion with him - in this 
life and the next.'" 

Participating in Christ's royal office, they are also called 
to overcome the reign of sin in their own lives and to 
inculturate the Gospel into what, in the West at least, is 
a secular culture.42  This can be done in countless ways 
and can begin in the way personal and family lives are 
conducted in relation to work, family activities including 
leisure time and in the way networks with other families 
are formed with the view to creating communities where 
family life is highly valued. On a larger scale, in the media 
or in public life, the laity can seek to uphold the dignity of 
the person, the sanctity of marriage, respect for the right 
to life, religious liberty and the role of the economy in 
serving the common good; this is but a small example of 
many possibilities." In so doing, not only will human life 
be enriched but the world will be better prepared for 'the 
seed of the Word of God'." 

Individual and Group participation; 
Dioceses and Parishes 

The Council called all laity to engage in individual 
Apostolate being fully aware of their dignity and role 
within the Body of Christ. In this way, Blessed John Paul II 

noted, the spreading of the Gospel will be more extensive, 
continual and incisive." Moreover, the laity are at liberty to 
conduct their Apostolate in communities insofar as they are 
in conformity with the mission of the Church.' The past 
decades have seen numerous associations and movements 
arising from the initiative of the lay faithful, which have 
greatly contributed to the Church's mission. 

The Council also encouraged laity to take a special interest 
in their 'particular' Church (Diocese) and the Church 
throughout the world offering whatever they can in terms 
of talents, time and resources to assist her in furthering her 
mission. The Parish was singled out as 'an obvious example' 
where the laity can contribute to the Church's work and as 
an opportunity for collaboration with their Parish Priest(s) 
in relation to missionary undertakings by the Parish to bring 
the Gospel to the unevangelised within its boundaries." 

Personal Vocation 

Having spoken about common vocation and vocation as 
state in life, we briefly mention personal vocation, a central 
theme within Christifideles Laici. This is +i. e. calling of 
God, which 'defines the dignity and the responsibility of 
each member of the lay faithful .4t Within the context of 
the common vocation and vocation to special service, 
I am now called to discover my mission. Discerning this 
vocation should be part and parcel of all adult formation 
and accompanied by a prayerful and attentive listening to 
the Word of God, spiritual guidance and discernment of 
the spiritual gifts and talents given to me by God for the 
common good." 

Conclusion 

The laity constitute approximately 99% of the Body of 
Christ: the Church, to which has been given the greatest 
possible mission one could envisage: the evangelisation 
and sanctification of souls. In order for her to effectively 
carry out her mission, it is essential that the laity recognise 
their dignity and the vital task to which they have been 
called. When this recognition becomes commonplace, God 
willing, the Church will win even more souls for Christ. 

Questions: 

1. What does it mean to say that the Church is an 'organic 
communion'? Discuss how the Church is both one and 
many. You may wish to take out your Bible and read what St 
Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12:14-26. 

2. Why do all members of the Church share a common 
dignity? What is their common vocation? 

3. Do you know of anyone who thinks that the role of the 
laity is simply to 'pay, pray and obey'? What might you say 
to them after having read this article? 

4. Have you thought about your personal vocation? How 
might you go about discerning it? 
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...the laity receive their mission from God. It is not a mission delegated by the hierarchy. 

The laity are called to exercise their initiative in creatively seeking ways to bring the Gospel 

to the world employing all their talents, competence and gifts to do so. 

The laity constitute approximately 99% of the Body of Christ: the Church, to which has 

been given the greatest possible mission one could envisage: the evangelisation and 

sanctification of souls. 

Introduction 
The Second Vatican Council (Council) provided a much 
needed re-emphasis upon the vital role to be played by 
the lay faithful in the Church's carrying out of the 'Great 
Commission' given to it by her Lord.' In so doing, the 
Council brought to the forefront what had perhaps been 
forgotten: the lay faithful, by virtue of their baptism, have 
their own particular role to play in aid of the Church's 
missionary mandate. In this article, we will examine the 
foundations for the role of the laity and articulate the 
exciting and challenging tasks to which they are called. 

First Foundation - understanding the 
Church's role within the `Islarratio' 
Discerning the laity's role requires an understanding of the 
mission of the Church herself. Just as many different parts 
of a living thing are ordered towards the achievement of its 
purpose, so are the various members of the Church ordered 
towards the achievement of her purpose. But what is her 
purpose? To answer this question, we locate the Church 
within the Narratio: the story of the unfolding of God's plan 
for his creation. 

Unlike 'New Atheists', who assert that the universe exhibits 
`no design, no purpose..:2  the Catechism states, 'The universe 
was created "in a state of journeying"...toward an ultimate 
perfection yet to be attained, to which God has destined it'.3  
The 'perfection' to which humanity is ordered is none other 
than our sharing in the eternal exchange of love, which is 
the life of the Blessed Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit! 

The intimate communion with God to which our first 
parents, Adam and Eve were called was ruptured owing 
to their rejection of their creaturely status, effectively 
`preferring themselves to God'.4  God however, in his 
unfathomable love, 'did not leave men to themselves but 
ceaselessly offered helps to salvation'.5  The Catechism notes 
that salvation history is none other than an action of God's 
love for his creation: 'the way and means by which the one 
true God...reveals himself to men "and reconciles and unites 
with himself those who turn away from sin"'.6  

God's dealings with his people in the Old Testament prepare 
the way for the coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ: the 
`one perfect and unsurpassable word' of God.' Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God, is sent by the Father to reveal the Father's 
plan of salvation and to bring it about by his free and loving 
sacrifice on the Cross in reparation for humanity's turning 
away from God. This mission is not a 'solo operation': at all 
times, the Son is accompanied by the Holy Spirit, the third 
person of the Blessed Trinity.' 

Just as the Son reveals the Father, the Holy Spirit reveals 
both the Father and the Son. Upon his ascent into heaven, 
the Son pours out the Holy Spirit upon his followers to 
lead them into the truth about him.9  As the Holy Spirit 
accompanied Jesus during his earthly mission, the Spirit 
will now accompany his followers, charged with continuing 

the mission of lesus.'° In other words, the joint mission 
of the Son and Holy Spirit will continue in the Mystical 
Body of the Son: the Church. The mission is none other 
than bringing all peoples into that communion with the 
Blessed Trinity for which they were made." The Church, 
then, is rightly called 'the universal sacrament of salvation' 
which displays and brings about God's plan.12  Her purpose 
is to bring about God's purpose: the 'evangelisation and 
sanctification' of all people." This mission is otherwise 
known as 'the Apostolate'. 

Second Foundation - the Church as 
Communion: the People of God and 
the Body of Christ 

Of the many names given to the Church by the Council, the 
two most prominent are the 'People of God' and the 'Body 
of Christ'. 

The name 'People of God' has its origins in the Old 
Testament where the Israelites are called to be 'God's People' 
and a 'priestly kingdom'-''' In the New Testament, the 
Church is the new People of God and all members: clergy, 
religious and laity, by virtue of their baptism, participate 
in the threefold mission of Jesus Christ, that of Priest, 
King and Prophet.15  As a priestly people, all members are 
called to offer themselves as 'living sacrifices' to God, as a 
prophetic people, 'everywhere on earth' to bear witness to 
their faith in him and, as a royal people, to reign through 
acts of service.16  As a further consequence of their baptism, 
all the faithful share a common dignity 'deriving from their 
rebirth in Christ...'.' Holiness is not an optional extra for 
the People of God. In no uncertain terms, the Council states 
that, `...all faithful are invited and obliged to holiness and 
the perfection of their own state of life'.' 

This 'calling' or vocation is referred to as the common 
vocation of the faithful. 

The teaching that the Church is the Body of Christ is firmly 
grounded in the writings of St Paul.'9  In Christifideles Laici 
20, Blessed John Paul II called attention to the diversity and 
complementarily that is characteristic of the one Body of 
Christ, because of which, 'every member of the lay faithful 
is to be seen in relation to the whole body and offers a totally 
unique contribution on behalf of the whole body'.2' 

Undergirding both these images is the understanding that 
the Church is an organic communion. All members share 
in the life of the Holy Spirit who 'gives life to, unifies and 
moves through the whole body' enabling it to achieve its 
mission." And yet, the members and their respective tasks 
are diverse. This diversity is necessary for the growth of 
the entire Body of Christ. Without it, the Body will never 
function as effectively as it could. 

With this in mind, we now direct our attention towards 'the 
unique contribution' which the laity are called to offer to 
the Body. 

Who are the Laity? 

Within the context of the common vocation, all the faithful 
are called to a state of life or vocation to special service. The 
Council distinguishes the laity from those in holy orders 
and the state of religious life by virtue of 'their secular 
nature)." The lay person naturally finds themselves 'in 
the world' and is therefore called to fulfil their vocation 
by 'seeking the Kingdom of God by engaging in temporal 
affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God'.24  
This is not to say those in holy orders or in religious life 
cannot engage in or effect change within the temporal order 
however, as the Council notes, the laity live in 'the ordinary 
circumstances of family and social life'." By its very nature, 
the lay vocation is most suitably ordered towards this task. 
We do well to note here that to be a member of the laity is 
not simply to be someone who happens not to be a priest or 
religious: the lay vocation carries its own positive definition. 

Specific Tasks 

Ministries and Charisms 

The Church rightly rejoices in the many ministries 
undertaken by the laity in the building up of the Body of 
Christ. The Council recognised that the hierarchy 'entrusts 
to the laity certain functions which are more closely 
connected with pastoral duties, such as the teaching of 
Christian doctrine, certain liturgical actions, and the 
care of souls'.26  Many of the laity, for example, tirelessly 
and faithfully engage in liturgical ministries and devote 
themselves to catechising students in state schools. The 

Church acknowledges the many spiritual gifts given to the 
laity for the building up of the Body. All gifts are at the 
service of the Church and have their origin in the Holy Spirit, 
who 'according to his own richness and the necessities of 
service, distributes his different gifts for the welfare of the 
Chu rch...'.27  

At the same time, of course, it would not be in keeping with 
the organic nature of the Church to equate the role of the 
laity with that of those in holy orders; this would blur the 
clear distinction between them articulated by the Counci1.28  
Indeed because these ministries are more closely associated 
with the pastoral duties of the hierarchy, 'the laity are fully 
subject to higher ecclesiastical control in the performance 
of their work'." Moreover, in order that the spiritual gifts 
might truly serve the common good of the Body of Christ, 
they are to be subjected to those who preside over the 
Church.3° 

Advisory and Consultative roles 

The Council rightly acknowledged that laity, who are well 
informed and, if required, possess appropriate expertise 
have the right and the duty to express their opinion on 
matters pertaining to the good of the Church.3' This is 
reflected in the 1983 Code of Canon Law, which contains 
provisions relating to the rights and obligations of all 
the 'Christian Faithful' and, more specifically, the 'Lay 
Christian Faithful'." The Code also provides for the 
establishment of pastoral and financial councils with lay 
members at the parish and diocesan levels." These have 
become commonplace in the life of the Church, which has 
benefited greatly from them. 

We should be careful to note that the rights possessed by 
the laity (and indeed by all the People of God) are to be 
exercised responsibly and with the common good in mind. 
Such rights do not include the right to call into question the 
Deposit of Faith contained in Scripture and Tradition or the 
teaching authority of the Magisterium.34  Moreover, even in 
prudential or pastoral matters, the laity should 'promptly 
accept in Christian obedience decisions of their spiritual 
shepherds...'.'5  ) 
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