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CHAPTER 1. THE IDENTITY AND MISSION 
OF THE DIOCESE OF NEW ULM 

 
 
The Catholic clergy and laity of the Diocese of New Ulm are called to be the loving face of Christ in the 
diocese and beyond. In other words, they are called to “be Christ” for others. This identification with 
Christ comes from Baptism for the laity, and Baptism and Ordination for the clergy. Each of these 
sacraments gives rise to a different way of imitating Christ in his triple offices of priest, prophet, and 
king. 
 

A. Configured to Christ  

About the baptized person’s identification with Christ, the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches: 
“Incorporated into Christ by Baptism, the person baptized is configured to Christ” (CCC, no. 1272). 
Further, St. Augustine wrote about baptized Christians, saying: “Let us rejoice, therefore, and give thanks 
to God: Not only have we become Christians, but we have become Christ himself” (St. Augustine, In 
Iohannis Evangelium Tractatus, tr. 21, 8). 

The Christian faithful’s identification with Christ by Baptism should express itself by the faithful’s 
participation in the mission of Christ. This is accomplished by participating in the threefold office of 
Christ: prophet, priest, and king.  

Clergy receive the Sacrament of Holy Orders in addition to Baptism. “This sacrament [Holy Orders] 
configures the recipient to Christ by a special grace of the Holy Spirit, so that he may serve as Christ’s 
instrument for his Church. By ordination, one is enabled to act as a representative of Christ, Head of the 
Church, in his triple office of priest, prophet, and king” (CCC, no. 1581).  

This chapter outlines what it meant for Christ to be prophet, priest, and king, and what it means for 
Catholics, shepherded by the priests, to imitate Christ’s triple offices. (For an expanded treatment of this 
topic, see Richard M. Hogan and John M. LeVoir, Faith for Today: Pope John Paul II’s Catechetical 
Teachings, pp. 94-148.) In some manner, all that happens on the diocesan level and in parishes should be 
an expression of the prophetic, priestly, and kingly offices of Christ and the Church. 

 
B. Christ’s Triple Offices 

Jesus is God the Son, who has taken on our human nature, without ceasing to be God. 

1. Jesus Christ as Prophet 

In his human prophetic office, Christ teaches us truth, that is, he reveals God, who is Truth. Since we are 
images of God, we do not know ourselves unless we know God. Christ, by revealing God (Truth), reveals 
the truth about us, that is, he reveals who we are. 

2. Jesus Christ as Priest  

As images of God, we not only need to know who God is, we also need to know how God acts. Unless we 
know how God acts, we will not know how we should act as images of God. By loving us, the Father, and 
the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ reveals to us how God acts and how we should act. He reveals love to us. 
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Love is the only way for us. We cannot live without love. In loving the way God loves, Christ shows us 
how we should love God and others. 

The fullness of love (the giving of oneself to others for their true good) was revealed in the Incarnation 
and in the Death and Resurrection of Christ (the Paschal Mystery). “This revelation [of love] reaches its 
definitive fullness in the gift of love which the Word of God makes to humanity in assuming a human 
nature, and in the sacrifice which Jesus Christ makes of himself on the Cross for his bride, the Church” 
(On the Role of the Christian Family in the Modern World, no. 13). 

3. Jesus Christ as King  

Christ revealed God not only through his offices of prophet and priest, but also through his kingly office. 
Christ’s kingly office was manifested in his bodily self-discipline. Since it was precisely in and through 
his physical body that Christ revealed God, kingly self-rule over his body was absolutely essential to Our 
Lord’s mission. Without this kingly self-rule, Christ’s human body could not have expressed truth 
(known by the intellect) or love (chosen by the will).  

Just think of the self-discipline that it took for Christ to die on the cross. There were many who were 
encouraging him to come down from the cross. But Jesus remained there until the bitter end.  

Further, in his kingly office, Christ revealed that we are called to love others by using things for their 
benefit. As the Creator, God cares for the universe. Since God created every thing in the world for us, 
God exercises a divine dominion over the things of the earth for our sake. Through his human kingly 
office, Christ governs created things on behalf of people. In this way, he reveals God’s dominion over the 
things of the earth. 

Examples of Christ using things for others would be the wedding feast at Cana (changing water into 
wine), the multiplication of the loaves and fish to feed thousands, the washing of the Apostles’ feet at the 
Last Supper, and the changing of bread and wine into his body and blood. 
 

C. The Acts of the Church 

1. The Prophetic Office of the Church  

Christ exercised his prophetic office by revealing Truth, that is, by revealing God to us. Of course, in 
revealing God, Christ also revealed who we are. As images of God, we do not know ourselves unless we 
know God. In revealing God by the teaching of the Truth through his prophetic office, Christ taught us 
who we are. 

The Church exercises the prophetic office of Christ. The prophetic office exists among the members of 
the Church in two ways: hierarchical and baptismal. In classical terminology, the pope and the bishops in 
union with him are the Magisterium or teaching authority of the Church. This teaching authority, the 
hierarchical prophetic office, activates the baptismal prophetic office. As the Second Vatican Council 
teaches, “Bishops, teaching in communion with the Roman Pontiff, are to be respected by all as witnesses 
to divine and Catholic truth. In matters of faith and morals, the bishops speak in the name of Christ and 
the faithful are to accept their teaching and adhere to it with a religious assent” (Lumen Gentium, no. 25). 

The prophetic office of the parishes: Together, in their respective roles, the priests and the parishioners of 
the parishes of the Diocese of New Ulm carry out the prophetic office of the Church by living and 
handing on the Truth revealed by Jesus Christ. Included in this prophetic mission of the parishes would be 
Catholic schools, religious education and faith formation programs, and all other programs that hand on 



 

Revised: May 15, 2013  5 

the teaching of the Gospel in accord with the Magisterium of the Church. In this way, the parishes reveal 
our proper identity as images of God. In other words, they reveal who we are. 

2. The Priestly Office of the Church  

Christ exercised his priesthood by revealing love to us, that is, by revealing to us how God acts. Christ 
showed us God’s love in his every word and action. Christ expressed God’s love primarily in and through 
his sacrifice on the cross. Christ gave himself totally on the cross for our salvation, according to the will 
of the Father. On the cross, Christ showed us how to love God and others. 

First and foremost, the Church manifests the love of God through the re-presentation of the sacrifice of 
the cross in the Eucharist. His sacrifice is made present under the appearances of bread and wine. All the 
other sacraments of the Church also reveal God’s love. They are expressions of the sacrifice of Christ on 
the cross. Through the exercise of the priesthood of the Church, we come to know how we should act, that 
is, that we are to love God and others. 

As mentioned above, the priestly office of Christ in the Church is shared in the baptismal manner by all 
members of the Church. It is shared in a hierarchical manner by those who are ordained as priests. The 
baptismal priestly office is expressed in many different ways, for example, seeking the sacraments and 
praying. The hierarchical priestly office is expressed in the celebration of the sacraments.  

The priestly office of the parishes: Together, in their respective roles, the priests and the parishioners of 
the Diocese of New Ulm carry out the priestly office of the Church by celebrating the sacraments of the 
Church, especially the Holy Eucharist. Through the Eucharist, Christ gives the faithful a special way of 
sharing in his priestly function of offering spiritual worship for the glory of God and the salvation of 
souls. As the Council Fathers explain,  

The laity, dedicated to Christ and anointed by the Holy Spirit, are marvelously called and 
wonderfully prepared so that ever more abundant fruits of the Spirit may be produced in them. 
For all their works, prayers, and apostolic endeavors, their ordinary married and family life, their 
daily occupations, their physical and mental relaxation, if carried out in the Spirit, and even the 
hardships of life, if patiently borne – all these become “spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ” (1 Pt 2:5). Together with the offering of the Lord’s body, they are most 
fittingly offered in the celebration of the Eucharist. Thus, as those everywhere who adore in holy 
activity, the laity consecrate the world itself to God. (Lumen Gentium, no. 25) 

By participating in the holy sacrifice of the Mass and the other sacraments, the faithful reveal their proper 
activity, which is to love God and to love others. Parish organizations involved in the priestly office of the 
Church would be those involved in the preparation and celebration of the liturgy of the Church. This 
would include the clergy, extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion, servers, readers, musicians, 
singers, adorers of the Eucharist, ushers, and so forth.  

3. The Kingly Office of the Church 

Christ exercised his kingly office by governing or ruling himself. Christ’s kingly self-rule enabled him to 
reveal truth through his prophetic office and to reveal love through his priestly office. Further, Christ’s 
kingly office enabled him to express God’s love in and through his body. Christ’s kingly office revealed 
that we are called to love God totally (body and soul) and to love others by using things for their benefit. 

The laity, by virtue of their membership in the royal priesthood of the baptized, participates in Christ’s 
kingly office by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God (Lumen 
Gentium, no. 31). As Pope John Paul II explains, this means two things: 
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Because the lay faithful belong to Christ, Lord and King of the Universe, they share in his kingly 
mission and are called by him to spread that Kingdom in history. They exercise their kingship as 
Christians, above all in the spiritual combat in which they seek to overcome in themselves the 
kingdom of sin (cf. Rom 6:12), and then to make a gift of themselves so as to serve, in justice and 
in charity, Jesus, who is himself present in all his brothers and sisters, above all in the very least 
(cf. Mt 25:40). (Christifideles Laici, no. 14 §7) 

The universal Church also continues the Lord’s kingly self-rule by maintaining an internal order. This 
internal order of the Church enables the Church to reveal truth and love. In addition, through this internal 
order, the Church expresses God’s love in a bodily way. The primary example of the internal ordering of 
the Church is the Code of Canon Law.  

The Church also fulfills the second aspect of Christ’s kingly office: using things for the sake of people. At 
almost every level of the Church’s structure, there are endeavors to provide the necessities of life for all 
human beings. There are numerous offices administered by the Church that attempt to provide food, 
clothing, and shelter for all people in need, locally and throughout the world.  

The kingly office of the parishes: Together, in their respective roles, the priests and the parishioners of the 
Diocese of New Ulm carry out the kingly office of the Church by living the discipline of the Church as set 
forth in Church law. This would include the parish corporate organization under the authority of the 
bishop. Examples of parish organizations involved here would be parish councils, finance committees, 
parish staff, and so forth.  

The parishes also carry out the kingly office of the Church through works of charity, that is, by using 
things for the benefit of persons. This would include many of the parish charitable activities, for example, 
the Council of Catholic Women’s charitable works, food shelves, clothing drives, disaster relief 
collections, and so forth. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE SINGLE PASTOR MODEL 
OF THE AREA FAITH COMMUNITY 

 
 
The Third Plan for Parishes proposed the area faith community as the model for pastoral ministry in the 
Diocese of New Ulm. Emphasizing the indispensable role of the ordained minister in building up and 
overseeing the Church, the Fourth Plan takes this model a step further. It establishes that a single priest 
should be the pastor of each parish in an AFC. 

 
A. The Royal Priesthood of Jesus Christ 

Jesus Christ, the eternal high priest, “has made of the Church ‘a kingdom, priests for his God and Father’” 
(CCC, no. 1546, quoting Rev 1:6). In other words, he transmits his own priesthood to his faithful people. 
He does this so that by leading holy lives, we can become more and more like him and ultimately be 
saved. Through regeneration in Baptism and the anointing of the Holy Spirit in Confirmation, the 
members of his Church are endowed with a common dignity derived from their rebirth in Christ and 
receive a common vocation to perfection (Lumen Gentium, no. 10; Instruction on Certain Questions 
Regarding the Collaboration of the Nonordained Faithful in the Sacred Ministry of Priests, Theological 
Principles, no. 1). 

Though they are grounded in the one priesthood of Christ, the royal priesthood of the baptized and the 
ministerial priesthood of the clergy are specifically different. By virtue of his sacred power received at 
ordination, the priest sanctifies, teaches, and governs the priestly people. He represents Christ as Head of 
the Church to them. He receives a special calling to serve the People of God, that is, to do those things 
that will make them holy. 
 

B. Participation of the Faithful in the Life of the Church 

Activated by the ministerial priesthood, the baptized engage in a host of complementary activities to build 
up the life of the Church. Each in their own way imitates Christ as priest, prophet, and king: 

1. Priest: As the priest makes present the Eucharistic sacrifice, so too do all the faithful join in 
offering the Eucharist by virtue of their royal priesthood (Lumen Gentium, no. 10). In this way, all 
of the faithful participate as members of the liturgical assembly. Some of the faithful participate 
as lectors, altar servers, musicians, extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion, ushers, and 
greeters. 

2. Prophet: Whereas the pastor is the chief catechist in his parish, the faithful exercise their 
prophetic office by evangelizing others and by the witness of their lives. Some are also called to 
spread the Word as Catholic school teachers and instructors of religious education. 

3. King: The governing office of the priest is most evident in his ordering of the affairs of the 
Church for the good of all her members, while that of the faithful is revealed in their ordering of 
the world’s temporal affairs for the benefit of others. Here again, some are called to serve the 
Church as, for example, members of pastoral councils or finance councils. Others participate in 
the Church’s outreach to the poor, the sick and dying, the elderly, the immigrant, and the unborn. 
 

In every age, the ministers of the Church collaborate with certain members of their faithful people, who, 
by reason of their faith, moral character, expertise and/or dedication, are particularly suited to responding 
to the Church’s needs. In light of the recent shortage of priests in some parts of the world, questions have 
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arisen with regard to how far this collaboration can go. What ecclesiastical functions and tasks can 
religious and lay people do, and which ones are limited to priests? 

Following the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, Pope John Paul II said that “when necessity and 
expediency in the Church require it, the pastors, according to established norms from universal law, can 
entrust to the lay faithful certain offices and roles that are connected to their pastoral ministry but do not 
require the character of orders” (Christifideles Laici, no. 23; Instruction, Theological Principles, no. 4). 

Religious and lay faithful collaborate directly in carrying out the ministry of priests in a variety of ways. 
For example, if priests are lacking and the need of the Church requires it, they may exercise the ministry 
of the word or serve as extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion at Mass (Code of Canon Law, c. 230 
§3). However, they may not preach the homily or pronounce the prayers of the liturgy reserved for priests 
(Instruction, Practical Provisions, Articles 3, 6, and 8). Another example is the pastoral administrator. 
These people, who are not themselves priests, exercise pastoral care in a parish in the absence of a priest 
(c. 517 §2). Their participation in governing the parish is dependent upon a priest who, because he has the 
powers and faculties of a pastor, is able to direct that pastoral care (Instruction, Practical Provisions, 
Article 4). 

By reason of their baptismal call, religious and lay faithful participate in the life of the Church by carrying 
out various functions and tasks. As circumstances require, they may even take on certain roles and offices 
connected with the ministerial priesthood, but do not require ordination. In these two ways, they commit 
their time and talent within the Church to foster the salvation of souls. In a third way, too, the faithful are 
called to build up the Church. This is through the contribution of their treasure. Canon law speaks of the 
duty of the Christian faithful “to assist with the needs of the Church so that the Church has what is 
necessary for divine worship, for the works of the apostolate and of charity, and for the decent support of 
ministers” (c. 222 §1). This can be done in various ways: regular offertory contributions, participation in 
parish and diocesan capital campaigns, funding Church-related endowments, and/or donating a portion of 
one’s estate in a will. 
 

C. The Care of Souls in the Diocese of New Ulm 

Pastoral planning examines the care of souls in parishes both from the perspective of the ministerial 
priesthood and from the perspective of the royal priesthood of the baptized. It proposes solutions that take 
both into account. Regarding the clergy, it seeks to determine how the diocese can provide a pastor for 
each of its parishes. Regarding the faithful, it seeks to determine whether there are sufficient numbers of 
parishioners in each parish to fill the various roles and functions properly entrusted to them for a vibrant 
faith community, and whether they have sufficient financial resources to provide for the ongoing needs of 
their parish. 

Smaller parishes, whose numbers might be decreasing due to economic factors, shifting demographics, or 
a decline in the number of children, raise a particular challenge for pastoral planning. The strong desire to 
see them continue to function as parishes is challenged by the decreasing number of members to support 
them. To address this difficulty, the Third Plan for Parishes introduced the area faith community model 
of parish organization. The AFC was conceived to provide a complete set of pastoral services to those 
parishes that did not have the resources to provide them for themselves, while permitting them to retain 
their specific identity and maintain control over their finances. Through an area pastoral council and its 
several subcommittees, the AFC would be able to provide the spiritual care for the faithful in a 
comprehensive way. 

By pooling their funds and concentrating their energies, pastoral leaders, employees, and volunteers of 
small parishes can now do through the AFC what they could not do in their own individual parishes. Yet, 
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in order to realize the full benefits of the AFC, all of its parish members must participate fully. The reason 
is simple. When some people in a group want to pursue a pastoral objective and others do not, the success 
of the project is dependent primarily, if not exclusively, on those who are committed to the goal. When 
the goal is such that everyone’s commitment is necessary, it is jeopardized when it fails to garner the 
support of any member. 
 

D. A Single Pastor for a Single Area Faith Community 

The AFC is comprehensive in its approach to pastoral care in an area. Not surprisingly, the resolutions to 
many of the issues it proposes demand the active support of all its leaders to be truly effective. For 
example, how should we coordinate our weekend Mass times for the benefit of the entire area? Which 
prospective area employees should be hired for the good of all parishes? What kind of benefits package 
should we offer our employees? How much financial support should we lend to our school(s)? How 
should the curriculum in our combined religious education program be revised? 

It is important to realize that this is not fundamentally a problem of some pastoral leaders making better 
decisions than others – although this can happen. By virtue of their varying backgrounds and experience, 
pastoral leaders may take different approaches and come up with different solutions to the same problem. 
Correspondingly, parishes have different histories, different ways of doing things, and parishioners with 
different talents and abilities. This leads to different solutions being proposed for the same problem. In 
many of these situations, there may not be a “right” answer. What is important is that a single decision be 
made for the good of all. Like a business with a single CEO or a school system with a single 
superintendent, AFCs need an ultimate decision-maker to oversee the entire organization and to ensure 
that things get done for the benefit of the faithful. 

The single pastor model of the AFC does not imply that each AFC will have only one priest. On the 
contrary, many AFCs will continue to have several priests: a pastor, and one or more parochial vicars. 
Parochial vicars are appointed by the diocesan bishop and share with the pastor the threefold ministry of 
teaching, sanctifying, and governing in the parish (Code of Canon Law, c. 545 §1). They exercise these 
offices under the authority of the pastor. In practice, these men are (1) senior priests who no longer desire 
the responsibilities of a pastor, (2) recently ordained priests gaining pastoral experience with an eye 
toward becoming a pastor, or (3) priests who, by reason of preference or current circumstance, are better 
suited to carrying out their ministry under the direction of another priest. 

The single pastor model of the AFC also does not imply that every AFC will have a single pastor as soon 
as this pastoral plan is approved. As of July 2012, almost half of the AFCs in the Diocese of New Ulm 
conform to this pattern. The ones that do not may have various obstacles to overcome – such as the lived 
histories of parishes and their relative sizes – in realizing this goal. Nonetheless, pastoral leaders in these 
areas are called upon to envision how a single pastor would work in their areas and to do their best to 
prepare their parishes for this eventual arrangement. 

Pastoral administrators, too, will continue to play an important role in the AFC with a single pastor. This 
role will be explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3. THE ROLE OF PASTORAL ADMINISTRATORS 
 

 
In the Diocese of New Ulm, a pastoral administrator is a religious or lay person who is responsible for 
pastoral ministry in a parish on a day-to-day basis. This person is supervised by a priest, who has the 
rights and responsibilities of a pastor. As the diocese moves toward having a single pastor of each parish 
in an AFC, pastoral administrators in these AFCs will come under the direction of these priests. 
 

A. Delegation of Ecclesiastical Roles to the Laity 

By virtue of their specific vocation, the lay faithful are called to transform the secular world in all its 
activities, places, and circumstances. They are called to be witnesses and instruments of Christ, extending 
his love to every facet of human existence. In addition, certain lay men and women are called to a more 
direct form of cooperation with the ministers of Christ’s Church. They receive from the clergy certain 
ecclesiastical functions to be performed for a spiritual purpose (Lumen Gentium, no. 33). We have already 
mentioned a number of these roles above (see The Single Pastor Model, Part B). 

The desire of both religious and laity to participate in the life of the Church traces its origin to the nature 
of the Church and her mission of evangelization: “The Holy Spirit continues to renew the youth of the 
Church and . . . he has inspired new aspirations towards holiness and the participation of so many lay 
faithful. This is witnessed, among other ways, in the new manner of active collaboration among priests, 
religious, and the lay faithful; the active participation in the Liturgy, in the proclamation of the Word of 
God, and catechesis; the multiplicity of services and tasks entrusted to the lay faithful and fulfilled by 
them” (Christifideles Laici, no. 2). 
 

B. Pastoral Administrators in the Diocese of New Ulm 

Over the past thirty years, women religious, a deacon, and lay faithful have served in the Diocese of New 
Ulm as pastoral administrators by participating in the pastoral care of parishes without a pastor. These 
small parishes and the diocese as a whole have greatly benefited from their service. They have planned 
liturgies and prayer services, visited the sick and homebound, directed catechesis, managed employees, 
collaborated with parish leaders on pastoral councils and finance councils, and supervised the upkeep of 
parish buildings. These are just some of the important tasks delegated to them and carried out with love 
and enthusiasm. 

The Church’s Code of Canon Law makes provision for pastoral administrators in situations where a 
shortage of priests makes it impractical for a priest to direct the daily operations of a parish: 

If, because of a lack of priests, the diocesan bishop has decided that participation in the exercise 
of the pastoral care of a parish is to be entrusted to a deacon, to another person who is not a priest, 
or to a community of persons, he is to appoint some priest who, provided with the powers and 
faculties of a pastor, is to direct the pastoral care. (c. 517 §2) 

Only the diocesan bishop can appoint a pastoral administrator to a parish. If he does so, he must also 
appoint a priest to direct and oversee the pastoral care of the parish. Through most of their thirty-year 
history in the diocese, pastoral administrators have received direction from a single priest serving as the 
supervisor of pastoral administrators. The position involves interviewing candidates for open positions, 
offering initial and ongoing training, and conducting monthly meetings of pastoral administrators. 
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C. Clarification of Canon 517 §2 

A 1997 instruction clarifying the correct interpretation of this canon was authored by the heads of eight 
Vatican offices and approved by Pope John Paul II. It emphasizes that the situation that requires a pastoral 
administrator must truly be exceptional. Other possibilities, such as assigning several parishes to a single 
pastor or availing of the services of a retired priest, should be explored first. The instruction also points 
out that the “participation in the exercise of pastoral care” is not equivalent to governing a parish. That 
office must belong to a priest in virtue of his ordination (Instruction on Certain Questions Regarding the 
Collaboration of the Nonordained Faithful in the Sacred Ministry of Priests, Practical Provisions, Article 
4 §1b). 

The work properly carried out by pastoral administrators does not require Holy Orders, yet is closely tied 
to it. An office exercised due to an absence of priests “takes its legitimacy formally and immediately from 
the official deputation given by the pastors, as well as from its concrete exercise under the guidance of 
ecclesiastical authority” (Christifideles Laici, no. 23). The continuing guidance is as important as the 
original delegation of authority. While monthly meetings with a supervisor-priest certainly provide some 
guidance, a priest who provides sacramental ministry for the parish of a pastoral administrator can 
provide much more. Such a priest knows the parishioners of the parish. By virtue of his relationship with 
them, he is better able to address the issues and challenges that arise. Accordingly, it is better that a 
pastoral administrator receive oversight from a priest involved in the parish than from some other priest in 
the diocese. 
 

D. Unity of the Priest’s Triple Offices 

This preference is also evident by considering the unity of a priest’s charisms. His three offices of 
teaching, sanctifying, and governing form a single indivisible unity founded on the singular, indivisible 
priesthood of Christ. In the exercise of each of these functions, he represents Christ as Head of the Church 
in a different way. Each way is related to and complements the others. 

For example, as celebrant of the Mass, the priest as sanctifier demonstrates Christ’s love for us. This 
occurs especially at the consecration, where the bread and wine become Christ’s body and blood. Christ’s 
supreme sacrifice, in turn, elicits our love for him. It also elicits our love for others, insofar as we see 
Christ in them. In loving Christ, we want to find out more about him. Accordingly, we depend on the 
priest for the authoritative preaching of the Word of God. Receiving the Word of God is fostered and 
strengthened through proper catechesis. Our love for Christ is further strengthened through acts of charity. 
Religious education programs and outreach programs require that we use the things of this earth for the 
benefit of others. Through the sacred power of Christ, which is received at ordination, the priest’s 
governance of these activities directs them to our spiritual good. 

The interdependencies of the activities associated with the three offices of the ministerial priesthood give 
us insight into why they are conferred together at ordination. The fact that they are bestowed together 
gives us good reason to think that they should be exercised together as well. The same priest who is 
charged with the sanctifying role in a parish should also be responsible for teaching and governing. Under 
this Fourth Plan, this is the priest assigned to lead all the parishes in a single area faith community as the 
pastor. 

 
E. Transition of Pastoral Administrators to the New Model 

As the single-pastor approach advances in area faith communities, pastoral administrators, in conversation 
with the diocese and their pastors, might consider whether they might make their services available to 
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more than one parish within the AFC. The talents, skills, and dedication that they have so successfully 
placed at the service of one parish could perhaps be expanded to others. While the move would lead to a 
different title (for example, area pastoral associate), the benefits to other parishes could easily eclipse 
those enjoyed by their current parish alone. 

At the same time, pastoral administrators who choose not to alter their roles within the area faith 
community will not be asked to give up their positions. The bishop will allow them to complete their 
terms under the direction of the supervisor of pastoral administrators. Once their term has been 
completed, they are welcome to seek reappointment, if they have not already served ten years in their 
position, or to find another leadership position in the diocese. 

Nothing in this Plan for Parishes precludes the bishop from exercising his authority to appoint a new 
pastoral administrator to replace a former one, or even to establish a new pastoral administrator position 
at a parish that previously did not have one. He must simply be careful to observe the requirements of 
canon law and its clarification by the 1997 Vatican instruction. Following the instruction, these situations 
must be exceptional. When they occur, the pastoral administrator will receive supervision from a pastor of 
another parish within the area faith community. 
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CHAPTER 4. PERMANENT DIACONATE 
IN THE DIOCESE OF NEW ULM 

 
 
Flowing from reflections on the sacramental nature of the Church, the Second Vatican Council called for 
a renewal of the Order of Deacons. Deacons, along with priests, are complementary yet subordinate 
collaborators in the apostolic ministry of bishops as heirs to the apostles. The deacon’s particular 
charism, received at ordination, is to imitate Christ the Servant. With gratitude to God and with much 
rejoicing, the Diocese of New Ulm welcomed eleven new permanent deacons into service of the local 
Church in April 2012, to add to the three already working in the diocese. 
 

A. The Identity and Mission of the Deacon 

The ministerial office of deacon traces its origins to the decision of the Apostles to appoint ministers to 
attend to the needs of the Greek-speaking widows of the early Church at Jerusalem: 

At that time, as the number of disciples continued to grow, the Hellenists complained against the 
Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution. So the Twelve 
called together the community of the disciples and said, “It is not right for us to neglect the word 
of God to serve at table. Brothers, select from among you seven reputable men, filled with the 
Spirit and wisdom, whom we shall appoint to this task, whereas we shall devote ourselves to 
prayer and to the ministry of the word.” The proposal was acceptable to the whole community, so 
they chose Stephen, a man filled with faith and the Holy Spirit, also Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, 
Timon, Parmenas, and Nicholas of Antioch, a convert to Judaism. They presented these men to 
the Apostles, who prayed and laid hands on them. (Acts 6:1-6) 

The National Directory for the Formation, Ministry, and Life of Permanent Deacons in the United States 
comments that the Apostles’ action was a practical response to Jesus’ command to them at the Last 
Supper. As head and shepherd of the Christian faithful, he modeled the service he wanted his disciples to 
extend to others by washing their feet (see Jn 13:1-15). In this act of love, Christ the Servant gave them a 
powerful example of the diakonia, or service, they were to render to one another (National Directory, no. 
38). 

Through the Sacrament of Holy Orders, the deacons are marked “with an imprint (‘character’) which 
cannot be removed and which configures them to Christ, who made himself the ‘deacon’ or servant of all” 
(CCC, no. 1570). This outpouring of the Holy Spirit makes the deacon a sacred minister and a member of 
the hierarchy with a distinct identity. He is neither a lay person nor a priest. Rather, he is a cleric ordained 
to diakonia, or service to God’s people in communion with the bishop and the priests of his diocese 
(National Directory, no. 29). 
 

B. The Deacon as Priest, Prophet, and King 

As a visible sign of Christ the Servant among the People of God, the deacon carries out Christ’s threefold 
mission of priest, prophet, and king in his own unique way. This is most evident at the Holy Sacrifice of 
the Mass, where the deacon’s role emphasizes the intimate connection between sharing at the Lord’s 
Eucharistic table and responding to the needs of all God’s children (National Directory, no. 33). The 
National Directory describes the actions of the deacon at Mass in some detail: 
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During the celebration of the Eucharistic liturgy, the deacon participates in specific penitential 
rites as designated in the Roman Missal. He properly proclaims the Gospel. He may preach the 
homily in accord with the provisions of canon law. He voices the needs of the people in the 
General Intercessions, needs with which he should have a particular and personal familiarity from 
the circumstances of his ministry of charity. The deacon assists the presider and other ministers in 
accepting the offerings of the people – symbolic of his traditional role in receiving and 
distributing the resources of the community among those in need – and he helps to prepare the 
gifts for sacrifice. During the celebration he helps the faithful participate more fully, consciously, 
and actively in the Eucharistic sacrifice, may extend the invitation of peace, and serves as an 
ordinary minister of Communion. Deacons have a special responsibility for the distribution of the 
cup. Finally, he dismisses the community at the end of the Eucharistic liturgy. (no. 35) 

It goes on to itemize several additional ways that the deacon acts as sanctifier: “Other liturgical roles for 
which the deacon is authorized include those of solemnly baptizing, witnessing marriages, bringing 
viaticum to the dying, and presiding over funerals and burials. The deacon can preside at the liturgies of 
the word and Communion services in the absence of a priest. He may officiate at celebrations of the 
Liturgy of the Hours and at exposition and Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament” (National Directory, 
no. 35). 

Regarding the ministry of the word, the deacon’s office is evident when the Christian people are gathered 
for prayer. By virtue of his ordination, he proclaims the Gospel and may preach at the Mass and in those 
liturgies where he is the presiding minister. Other ways that the deacon participates as evangelizer and 
teacher include catechetical instruction; religious formation of candidates and families preparing to 
receive the sacraments; leadership roles in retreats, evangelization efforts, and renewal programs; 
outreach to alienated Catholics; and counseling and spiritual direction to the extent he is qualified 
(National Directory, no. 31). 

The deacon’s service in word and in worship naturally extends to his ministry of charity and justice. The 
three areas of ministry represent a unity of service: the ministry of the word leads to ministry at the altar, 
which by the transformation of his life results in acts of charity. As an imitator of Christ the Servant, the 
deacon is called to be a driving force for service, which is an essential part of the mission of the Church. 
He expresses the Church’s commitment to justice in addressing the injustices that arise among God’s 
people. Attentively concerned with the needy, he follows Christ’s example to seek out the poor wherever 
they may be found (National Directory, no. 37). 

 
C. New Deacons for the Diocese of New Ulm 

In 2007, then-Bishop John C. Nienstedt initiated a program to prepare qualified men for the permanent 
diaconate in the Diocese of New Ulm. Candidates accepted into the program completed a year of 
aspirancy, followed by four years of formation. Formation of the candidates was broad-based, addressing 
four fundamental aspects of development: spiritual, intellectual, pastoral, and human. A diocesan 
Admissions and Scrutinies Committee recommended each candidate’s acceptance into the program and 
monitored his progress annually. 

Eleven new permanent deacons from every region of the diocese were ordained by Bishop John M. 
LeVoir in April 2012 and began their ministry to the faithful. A twelfth was ordained in April 2013. They 
joined three permanent deacons who were already working in the diocese, having been ordained in other 
dioceses.  

How are deacons assigned to their work once they are ordained? The diocesan bishop is responsible for 
conferring upon the deacon his specific parish or diocesan assignment (Code of Canon Law, c. 157). 
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According to the National Directory, “the principal criteria for the assignment are the pastoral needs of 
the diocesan Church and the personal qualifications of the deacon, as these have been discerned in his 
previous experience and the course of his formation. The assignment also acknowledges the deacon’s 
family and occupational responsibilities” (no. 42). 

Like priests in the Diocese of New Ulm, deacons will have the opportunity to participate in a diocesan-
sponsored continuing education program. Like our women religious and pastoral administrators, they will 
be represented on the Diocesan Pastoral Council. As much as prudently possible, deacons working in 
specific parishes or area faith communities are to be members of their respective parish or Area Pastoral 
Councils (Code of Canon Law, c. 536 §1; Pope Paul VI, General Norms for Restoring the Permanent 
Diaconate in the Latin Church, no. 24). 
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CHAPTER 5. CONSECRATED LIFE: 
THOSE CALLED TO CHRISTIAN PERFECTION 

 
 
In its fifty-plus year history, the Diocese of New Ulm has been richly blessed by the work of many 
consecrated women religious. These women have dedicated their lives to prayer and service, to build up 
the Kingdom of God on earth. Even now, members of some twenty different religious congregations 
currently live and carry out the works of their apostolates in our diocese. While the diocese continues to 
appreciate the outstanding contributions of these women, it looks forward to new ways in which the Holy 
Spirit will inspire the faithful to follow the call to Christian perfection. Among these new religious 
congregations is the Handmaids of the Heart of Jesus, a new Public Association of the Faithful, which is 
the first to have a motherhouse in our diocese. 
 

A. The Call to Consecrated Life 

The consecrated life is distinguished by profession of the evangelical counsels of chastity, poverty, and 
obedience (Lumen Gentium, no. 43). These are the characteristic features of Jesus – the chaste, poor, and 
obedient one. Through the witness of men and women religious throughout the life of the Church, these 
characteristics are constantly being made manifest to the world, reminding the faithful that the mystery of 
the Kingdom of God is already present in their midst, even as it awaits its full realization in heaven (Vita 
Consecrata, no. 1).  

One’s call to the religious life builds on the grace of Baptism. Through Baptism, the Christian dies to sin 
and is consecrated to God the Father through Jesus Christ. However, to follow Christ more closely and to 
derive more fruit from this baptismal grace, religious persons seek to free themselves from those obstacles 
that might hinder the attainment of Christian perfection. Accordingly, they dedicate themselves to lives of 
chastity, poverty, and obedience. This allows them to put aside the cares of this world and to devote 
themselves to heavenly things. By following their Lord with an undivided heart, they are able to stir up 
the fervor of charity in their souls and thereby lend greater service to their brothers and sisters (see Lumen 
Gentium, nos. 44, 46). 

The religious state in life is not an intermediate state between the clergy and laity. Rather, the Christian 
faithful are called by God from the ranks of each (Lumen Gentium, no. 43). Bishops, priests, and deacons 
enjoy membership in various religious orders, as do non-ordained men and women. Each serves the 
Church according to the special charism of their religious life, as well as by their participation in the 
ministerial priesthood and/or royal (baptismal) priesthood of Christ. 

The special consecration that women and men religious receive commits them to making their own – in 
chastity, poverty, and obedience – a particular way of life modeled after Christ and proposed by him to 
his disciples (Vita Consecrata, no. 31). Embracing this way of life, they fulfill the threefold offices of his 
royal (baptismal) priesthood with greater zeal and perfection: 

1. Priest: As Christ devoted much time to praying to his Heavenly Father, so consecrated persons 
are sanctified by prayer: participating in Holy Mass, adoring the Blessed Sacrament, praying the 
Divine Office, and so forth. 

2. Prophet: As Christ announced the Good News of salvation, so consecrated persons spread the 
Gospel by the very witness of their lives and by proclaiming Christ to those who do not yet know 
him fully. 

3. King: As Christ exercised kingly self-discipline in that his intellect and will governed his bodily 
emotions (which was revealed especially in his Passion and Death), so consecrated persons 
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exercise control over their passions through a committed, ordered, and stable way of life. And as 
Christ fed the hungry thousands and healed the sick, so too do consecrated persons respond 
generously to the spiritual and material needs of their fellow human beings. 

 

B. A Strong Tradition of Service 

The strong presence of women religious in the area of what is now the Diocese of New Ulm goes back 
well over a century. While the number of women religious working in the diocese has declined in recent 
years, their presence today is still impressive. The Quinquennial Report of the Diocese of New Ulm, 
submitted to Pope Benedict XVI and the Congregation of Bishops in 2011, reports that forty-seven sisters 
in sixteen women’s religious institutes were active in the diocese at the end of 2010.  
 
Among these institutes, sixteen sisters (or a third of the total) are members of the Mankato Province (now 
the Central Pacific Province) of the School Sisters of Notre Dame. Eleven are Benedictine sisters from 
five different congregations. Another eleven are Franciscan sisters from five different congregations. Four 
are members of the Daughters of St. Mary of Providence. The Sisters of St. Joseph and the Sisters of the 
Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary are also represented. 
 
The Quinquennial Report states that in addition to these institutes of women religious, there is also one 
secular institute of consecrated life in the diocese. The Schoenstatt Sisters of Mary, which operates the 
Schoenstatt on the Lake Catholic retreat center in Sleepy Eye, had eight members working in the diocese 
as of the end of 2010. 
 
The sisters from all these institutes participate in the pastoral care of the faithful in several different ways, 
according to the Quinquennial Report. One very important area of involvement is education. Three 
congregations provide principals, teachers, and volunteers in several Catholic elementary schools. Two 
congregations organize adult faith formation programs in parish settings. Many congregations also have at 
least one sister who volunteers to teach religious education in parishes or area faith communities. 
 
Women religious also serve the faithful in the administration of parishes. In 2010, there were four sisters 
from four different congregations serving as pastoral administrators. Three different congregations had a 
sister working as a parish minister or pastoral associate. At least four religious orders had sisters serving 
as parish workers, liturgists, or musicians in a parish setting.  
 
As of 2010, two congregations were involved in health care full time. One congregation runs a nursing 
home, and another runs a nursing home and a hospital. One religious community has a sister working as a 
counselor, spiritual director, and adoption representative for Catholic Charities. Three congregations are 
active in providing private nursing, county nursing, hospice service, and prison ministry. Three 
congregations are actively involved in Hispanic ministry: One sister is the diocese’s director of the Office 
of Hispanic Ministry, two sisters serve at the parish level, and one sister volunteers full time. 
 
 
C.  A New Foundation for the Diocese of New Ulm 

Inspired by the Holy Spirit, faithful Catholic men and women throughout the centuries have answered the 
Father’s call to follow Christ in a special way, to respond to the needs of the Church in their particular 
times and circumstances. What has been true in the past is no less true today. Answering to the Spirit’s 
promptings a few years ago, several young women were led to seek the foundation of a new religious 
community in the Diocese of New Ulm – the first such foundation in the diocese. After prayer and careful 
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discernment, Bishop John M. LeVoir approved their request. He established the Institute of the 
Handmaids of the Heart of Jesus as a Public Association of the Faithful on March 24, 2010. 

As central to their particular charism, the Handmaids have been inspired to carry out the New 
Evangelization in parishes: 

We, the Institute of the Handmaids of the Heart of Jesus (Ancillae Cordis Jesu), feel called to live 
in imitation of Mary as handmaid, virgin, and mother in the diocesan life of the Church, carrying 
out the New Evangelization in parishes. As a Public Association of the Lay Faithful in the 
Diocese of New Ulm, with the intention of becoming a Religious Community of Diocesan Right, 
we vow poverty, chastity, and obedience. (Statutes of the Handmaids of the Heart of Jesus, no. 4) 

The Handmaids see the witness of their consecrated lives as the most important aspect of their apostolic 
life in the diocese: “What counts most is not what religious do, but who they are as persons consecrated 
to the Lord” (Statutes, no. 29, quoting Pope John Paul II). Yet, God calls people to the consecrated life for 
the sake of others. In this way, consecration implies a mission, which is carried out through apostolic 
works. For the Handmaids, these works are both contemplative and active. 

First and foremost, the Handmaids will devote themselves to prayer. According to their statutes, “our 
sisterhood is grounded primarily in our communal prayer and sacramental life, which includes daily 
Mass, regular confession, two daily Holy Hours of Eucharistic adoration, the recitation of the Liturgy of 
the Hours, the Rosary, spiritual reading, daily Examen, and regular times of retreat” (Statutes, no. 15). 
Their intercessory prayers confirm their diocesan mission: “Praying for the bishop, his priests, and the 
needs of the diocese, particularly those of the parishes we serve, ensures that our vocation is fruitful” 
(Statutes, no. 30). 

Secondly, the Handmaids’ apostolic works will include serving the needs of the diocese, especially in 
parishes. Some of the areas of service envisioned by their statutes are “catechesis/faith formation, youth 
ministry, family life/marriage preparation, liturgy coordination, liturgical music, sacristy work, domestic 
care of churches and rectories, visitation of the sick and elderly, and education in Catholic schools.” 
Emphasizing that “each sister serves not as an individual but as a Handmaid,” their rule states that no 
fewer than two sisters should be assigned to a specific apostolate at a given time (Statutes, nos. 31, 32). 

On the day of their founding, Mother Mary Clare, the moderator general of the Institute, professed her 
temporary vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience for a period of three years at a ceremony at the 
Cathedral of the Holy Trinity in New Ulm. Three other women were received into the novitiate of the 
Handmaids at this time. Along with Mother Mary Clare, they received their religious habits and their new 
religious names.  As of March 2013, there are six sisters in temporary vows, three novices, and two 
postulants that compose the community. 

 
D. The Vocation of Consecrated Virginity 

Just as the Church in our day is witnessing the founding of new religious communities, other forms of 
consecrated life are also experiencing a resurgence. As Pope John Paul II explains in Vita Consecrata,  
 

It is a source of joy and hope to witness in our time a new flowering of the ancient Order of 
Virgins, known in Christian communities ever since apostolic times. Consecrated by the diocesan 
bishop, these women acquire a particular link with the Church, which they are committed to serve 
while remaining in the world. Either alone or in association with others, they constitute a special 
eschatological image of the Heavenly Bride and of the life to come, when the Church will at last 
fully live her love for Christ the Bridegroom. (no. 7, emphasis in the original) 
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Consecrated virgins were the first form of consecrated life in the Church. These women express the holy 
resolution of following Christ more closely and are consecrated by the diocesan bishop according to the 
approved liturgical rite. They are mystically betrothed to Christ and are dedicated to prayer and service in 
the Church as they live in the world (Code of Canon Law, c. 604 §1). Bishop LeVoir received the 
promises of the first virgin to consecrate herself to the Lord in the Diocese of New Ulm on October 7, 
2011, at the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity in New Ulm.  
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CHAPTER 6. THE ROLE OF THE LAITY IN SOCIETY 
 
 
The laity have their own unique way of conforming to Christ as priest, prophet, and king. Living in the 
ordinary circumstances of life, they hear the Word of God and act upon it. Their love for God and one 
another grows as they pray, participate in the Eucharist and the other sacraments, and engage in acts of 
service. Through the practice of the virtues, they sanctify the world from within as a leaven. They 
transform every aspect of secular life – from the family, to the workplace, to sports and recreation – in 
imitation of their Lord and Redeemer. Their work for the sanctification of the world is especially 
important in the social and political spheres, where they are called upon to witness to the intrinsic dignity 
of the human person and work for the realization of the rights of all people. 

 
A. The Specific Vocation of the Laity 

The question arises quite frequently as to the specific vocation or calling of the laity. Another way to put 
it would be: “How do the laity fulfill their call to become holy?” 

We need to begin by asking, “Who are the laity?” The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines them in 
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.  

Vatican II speaks of the life of the laity, saying that they “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. Again, 
Vatican II tells us how they do that. 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). 
 
 
B. Accepting the Word of God 

The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church also tells us how the love in the hearts of lay people brings 
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 through the preaching of the bishop and his priests and deacons, and by reading the Scriptures and 
the Catechism of the Catholic Church, for example. Their love grows and brings forth fruit when they 
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. 
 
There are specific actions that 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, 
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application of oneself to prayer, self-abnegation, lively fraternal service, and the constant exercise of all 
the virtues” (Lumen Gentium, no. 42). 
 
 
C. Remaking the World in the Image of Christ 

By living a holy life in the world, the laity can accomplish great things for Christ: 
 

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 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. It is becoming more 
difficult to practice one’s religion without government interference, to act according to one’s conscience, 
and to speak openly about one’s religious convictions. Standing up for religious freedom in the secular 
world is the particular task of the laity. Strengthened by God’s grace, Catholic men and women will have 
the courage to bear witness to Christ in the public square. 
 
 
D. Key Themes of Catholic Social Teaching 

As the laity in the Diocese of New Ulm work for the sanctification of the world from within as a leaven, 
they need to direct their attention to several social themes that are foundational for transforming 
American society. The 2007 document Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship from the United 
States Conference of Catholic Bishops, which was reissued in 2011, 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 (Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship, nos. 44-54).  
 
Faithful Citizenship is at pains to say that not all of these themes have equal weight. “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). 
 
Faithful Citizenship is the United States bishops’ teaching document on the political responsibilities of 
Catholics. It states very well the principles that Catholics should use when faced with challenging moral 
decisions in the public square. As the document states, these themes “can provide a moral framework for 
decisions in public life” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 43). An understanding of each theme and a willingness 
to act according to the truth it expresses will do much to transform our society into a civilization of life 
and love. Let us look at each one briefly. 
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Theme 1: The Right to Life and the Dignity of the Human Person 
 
The right to life is the fundamental right of every human being from conception to natural death. God 
gives human life and desires that it be treasured. To unjustly take the life of any human being is a 
violation of his or her God-given right to life. “In our society, human life is especially under direct attack 
from abortion” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 44). 
 
Each human life reflects God, and thus it is sacred and has an infinite dignity. Human dignity is so 
fundamental that “the dignity of the human person is the foundation of a moral vision for society” 
(Faithful Citizenship, no. 44). Since the dignity of the human person is foundational, almost every major 
document of the Church or speech by the pope refers to human dignity.  
 
Theme 2: Call to Family, Community, and Participation 

 
Faithful Citizenship is very clear on the importance of the family and the need to defend marriage. “The 
family – based on marriage between a man and a woman – is the first and fundamental unit of society and 
is a sanctuary for the creation and nurturing of children. It should be defended and strengthened, not 
redefined or undermined by permitting same-sex unions or other distortions of marriage” (Faithful 
Citizenship, no. 46). 
 
In their communities, Catholics have a right and a duty to express their faith publicly, and by doing so, to 
contribute to the shaping of society, whether that is in economics, politics, law, or public policy. Catholics 
are called upon to work for the good of all – the common good – and to apply the principle of 
subsidiarity. 
 
Theme 3: Rights and Responsibilities 
 
“Every human being has a right to life, the fundamental right that makes all other rights possible, and a 
right to access to those things required for human decency – food and shelter, education and employment, 
health care and housing, freedom of religion, and family life” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 49). These are 
rights, but Catholics also have a responsibility to work for the realization of these rights in society. 
 
“The right to exercise religious freedom publicly and privately by individuals and institutions, along with 
freedom of conscience, need to be constantly defended” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 49). Religious freedom 
and freedom of conscience have been seriously compromised in our country by a 2012 Health and Human 
Services ruling. In a letter to the bishops of the United States, Cardinal Timothy M. Dolan wrote that this 
ruling “would force practically all employers, including many religious institutions, to pay for abortion-
inducing drugs, sterilizations, and contraception. The regulations would provide no protections for our 
great institutions – such as Catholic charities, hospitals, and universities – or for the individual faithful in 
the marketplace” (Letter, February 22, 2012). 
 
Theme 4: Option for the Poor and Vulnerable 
 
Catholics are called by their faith to be always mindful of the poor and vulnerable. In fact, there should be 
a preferential care for them. “This preferential option for the poor and vulnerable includes all who are 
marginalized in our nation and beyond – unborn children, persons with disabilities, the elderly and 
terminally ill, and victims of injustice and oppression” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 51). One might also add 
here the immigrant. 
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Theme 5: Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers 
 
The first principle governing work is that “the economy must serve people, not the other way around. 
Work is more than a way to make a living; it is a form of continuing participation in God’s creation” 
(Faithful Citizenship, no. 52). Workers develop their God-given gifts and talents by working. They also 
work together in the workplace, respecting one another’s dignity and producing goods and services that 
benefit others. 
 
Workers have certain rights, for example, “to productive work, to decent and just wages, to adequate 
benefits and security in their old age, to the choice of whether to organize and join unions, to the 
opportunity for legal status for immigrant workers, to private property, and to economic initiative. 
Workers also have responsibilities – to provide a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay, to treat employers 
and co-workers with respect, and to carry out their work in ways that contribute to the common good” 
(Faithful Citizenship, no. 52). 
 
Theme 6: Solidarity 
 
“We are our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers, wherever they may be” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 53). 
Solidarity means loving others and doing whatever good we can for them. Catholics are called to 
welcome the stranger, to be peacemakers, and to pursue justice in a world marred by terrible violence and 
conflict. 
 
Theme 7: Caring for God’s Creation 
 
Simply put, “We have a moral obligation to protect the planet on which we live – to respect God’s 
creation and to ensure a safe and hospitable environment for human beings, especially children at their 
most vulnerable stages of development” (Faithful Citizenship, no. 54). God has given us dominion over 
the earth, but it is a dominion founded upon responsible stewardship. The things of the earth are given to 
us by God to use, not to abuse.  
 
 
As stated above, these seven themes “can provide a moral framework for decisions in public life” 
(Faithful Citizenship, no. 43). When lived by the laity in the circumstances of ordinary daily life, they 
contribute to 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” (Lumen 
Gentium, no. 31). This is the critical and irreplaceable role of the laity in society. 
 


