Be Not Afraid

“The role of laity in society”

by Bishop John M. LeVoir

I have been asked quite frequently to identify the specific vocation or calling of the laity. Another way to put it would be to ask: “How do the laity fulfill their call to become holy?”

Who are the laity? The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines the laity this way: “The faithful who, having been incorporated into Christ through Baptism, are made part of the people of God, the Church. The laity participate in their own way in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly functions of Christ. Laity are distinguished from clergy (who have received Holy Orders) and those in consecrated life” (CCC, Glossary).  So, the laity are by far the largest group within the Church.  

What is the life of the laity like?  Vatican II says that the laity “... live in the world, that is, in each and in all of the secular professions and occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the very web of their existence is woven” (“Lumen Gentium,” no. 31).

Since the laity live in the world, they are called to become holy by their work in the world. How do they do that?  Again, going to Vatican II, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church teaches:  “... the first and most necessary gift (of the Holy Spirit) is love, by which we love God above all things and our neighbor because of God” (“Lumen Gentium,” no. 42). These are, of course, the Two Great Commandments of Love given by Christ to all of his followers (see Mt 22:36-40).

How does the love in the hearts of lay people bring forth fruit in the world? “Indeed, in order that love, as good seed may grow and bring forth fruit in the soul, each one of the faithful must willingly hear the Word of God and accept his will, and must complete what God has begun by their own actions with the help of God’s grace” (“Lumen Gentium,” no. 42).  

The Word of God comes to us in the Bible and the Tradition of the Church. The laity can “hear” the Word of God by reading the Scriptures and the Catechism of the Catholic Church, for example. Their love grows and brings forth fruit when the laity accept what they hear and act upon it. It is the heavy responsibility of the Church’s Magisterium (the pope and the bishops in union with him) to hand on the Word of God, with the help of the Holy Spirit, from one generation to the next.

What specific actions lead the laity to holiness of life? “These actions consist in the use of the sacraments and in a special way the Eucharist, frequent participation in the sacred action of the liturgy, application of oneself to prayer, self-abnegation, lively fraternal service and the constant exercise of all the virtues” (“Lumen Gentium,” no. 42).

What do the laity accomplish for Christ by living a holy life in the world?  “They are called there (to the ordinary circumstances of life) by God that by exercising their proper function and led by the spirit of the Gospel they may work for the sanctification of the world from within as a leaven. In this way they may make Christ known to others, especially by the testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope, and charity. Therefore, since they are tightly bound up in all types of temporal affairs it is their special task to order and to throw light upon these affairs in such a way that they may come into being and then continually increase according to Christ to the praise of the Creator and the Redeemer” (“Lumen Gentium,” no. 31).  As one of the sending prayers of the Mass says, the laity are to: “Go forth and announce the Gospel of the Lord.”

As can be seen, the call of the laity is an exalted call. The laity are to work for the sanctification of the world from within as a leaven. But, this is not an easy task. Our society is becoming increasingly secularized and indifferent to the Word of God and sometimes hostile to Christianity. For example, we have witnessed recently the attack on religious freedom by the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). HHS is requiring Catholic institutions to provide health care coverage for services that are contrary to Catholic teaching. (Editor’s note: See page 8 for details.)  

As Cardinal-designate Timothy Dolan said: “Now it (the government) has ordered almost every employer and insurer in the country to provide sterilization and contraceptives, including some abortion-inducing drugs, in their health plans. ... Never before has the federal government forced individuals and organizations to go out into the marketplace and buy a product that violates their conscience” (“USCCB President Sharply Criticizes HHS Mandate,” USCCB video, 1:59. Jan. 20, 2012).  Strengthened by God’s grace, standing up for religious freedom in the secular world is the particular task of the laity.

What are the social themes that require the attention of the laity as they work for the sanctification of the world from within as a leaven?  Faithful Citizenship enumerates seven key themes of Catholic social teaching that provide a moral framework for decisions in public life. They are: The Right to Life and the Dignity of the Human Person; Call to Family, Community, and Participation; Rights and Responsibilities; Option for the Poor and Vulnerable; Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers; Solidarity; and Caring for God’s Creation (see Faithful Citizenship, nos. 44-54).  

Are all of these themes equal?  Faithful Citizenship is at pains to say that they are not. “This Catholic ethic neither treats all issues as morally equivalent nor reduces Catholic teaching to one or two issues. It anchors the Catholic commitment to defend human life and other human rights, from conception until natural death, in the fundamental obligation to respect the dignity of every human being as a child of God” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 40).

Next month, I will comment upon the seven themes of Faithful Citizenship.
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No Tengas Miedo

"El Rol de los Laicos en la Sociedad"

por Obispo John M. LeVoir

Me han preguntado con frecuencia identificar la vocación especifica o el llamado a ser laico. Otra forma de decirlo sería: “¿Cómo los laicos cumplen su vocación  a ser Santo?”

¿Quiénes son los laicos? El Catecismo de la Iglesia Católica define a los laicos de esta manera: “Los fieles quién, siendo incorporados por Cristo a traves del bautismo, son parte del pueblo de Dios, la Iglesia. Los laicos participan en las funciones sacerdotales, proféticas y las funciones de Cristo. Los laicos se distingue del clero (los que han recibido las Ordenes Santas) y aquellos en la vida consagrada” (CCC, Glossary). Por lo tanto, los laicos son el grupo más grande dentro de la Iglesia. 

¿Cómo es la vida de los laicos?  El Vaticano II dice que los laicos “. . . viven en el siglo, es decir, en todos y cada uno de los deberes y ocupaciones del mundo y en condiciones ordinarias de la vida familiar y social, con las que su existencia está como entrejida.” (Lumen Gentium, no. 31).

Puesto que los laicos viven en el mundo, están llamados para ser santos por su trabajo en el mundo. ¿Cómo lo hacen? Una vez más, en el Vaticano II, la Constitución Dogmática en la Iglesia enseña: “...el primer y el más regalo necesario [del Espíritu Santo] es amor, por la cual amamos a Dios sobre todas las cosas y a nuestro prójimo debido a Dios” (Lumen Gentium, no. 42).  Estos son, por supuesto, los dos grandes mandamientos del amor que nos dió Cristo a todos sus seguidores. (ver Mt 22:36-40). 

¿Qué acciones específicas llevan a los laicos a la santidad de la vida? “Participar frecuentemente en los sacramentos, sobre todo en la Eucaristía, y en las funciones sagradas. Aplicarse asiduamente a la oración, a la abnegación de sí mismo, al solícito servicio de los hermanos y al ejercicio de todas las virtudes.” (Lumen Gentium, no. 42).

¿Qué hacen los laicos para alcanzar a Cristo, viviendo una vida santa en el mundo?  “Allí están llamados [a las circunstancias ordinarias de la vida] por Dios, para que, desempeñando su propia profesión guiados por el espíritu evangélico, contribuyan a la santificación del mundo como desde dentro, a modo de fermento. Y así hagan manifiesto a Cristo ante los demás, primordialmente mediante el testimonio de su vida, por la irradiación de la fe, la esperanza y la caridad. Por tanto, de manera singular, a ellos corresponde iluminar y ordenar las realidades temporales a las que están estrechamente vinculados, de tal modo que sin cesar se realicen y progresen conforme a Cristo y sean para la gloria del Creador y del Redentor” (Lumen Gentium, no. 31).  Como una de las oraciones de despedida dice, los laicos son: “Id y anunciar el Evangelio del Señor.”

