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Appendix B: How successfully does Vatican II present the Apostolate of the 
Laity? 

 

Development in the understanding of the laity  

The Catholic tradition into which Kearney was born in the middle of the 20th Century was one which 
drew a very hard line between lay people and a tiny separated group of special Catholics.  
Sometimes this group only included ordained men (bishops and priests), sometimes it extended to 
include religious brothers and sisters who, though not ordained, had taken vows.  Either way, a clear 
distinction was drawn between those who lived apart from the world, and the vast majority of 
Catholics who lived in the world (the lay people).    There is extensive literature on this subject and I 
do not intend to review it all in this short Appendix.  However, I have been informed by key writers 
who had an influence before and immediately after the Council (Congar, Schillebeeckx) as well as 
later writers who are cited below. 1493 

Not only was it a hard distinction but it was one which focused all its interest on the tiny separated 
minority, with almost nothing to say about the vast majority.  Goldie, for example, has found an 
1891 German theological dictionary Kirchenlexicon which does have an entry for Laien but then 
merely refers the reader to the entry Clerus.  The implication is that the only thing worth saying 
about lay people is that they are not clergy!1494 

But what is the origin of drawing such a hard line between different categories of Catholics?  
Osborne points out that there is no foundation for this in Scripture:   

The negative implications are almost entirely involved with the non-scriptural use of the 
term laikos and with the quite limited scriptural use of the term klerikos [usually referring to 
selection by lot].  Moreover, the New Testament does not use the terms ordination, 
ordained or non-ordained at all.1495 

I do not intend to present a full history of the development of the lay person in the Catholic Church: 
that would be to try and rival Osborne’s 600 pages!  But, in summary, I would argue (with Osborne, 
Rademacher, Lakeland and others) that there were four phases up to Vatican II:  

1) a New Testament period with distinctions of ministry but not of status;  

2) from the Early Church till the end of the First Millennium, when there were categories but 
some fluidity between them, without much emphasis on the separatedness of the clergy and 
no enforced celibacy for priests;  

 
1493 Congar, Yves.  Lay People in the Church: A Study for a Theology of Laity. Donald Atwater trans. (London: Bloomsbury, 
1957) 
1494 Goldie, Rosemary.  “Lay, Laity, Laicity: a bibliographical survey of three decades”. Elements for a Theology of the Laity.  
The Laity Today – bulletin of the Pontifical Council for the Laity (1979, 26), 123.  (Goldie in fact was the first woman to serve 
in an executive role in the Roman Curia when she was undersecretary of the Pontifical Council for the Laity from 1967 to 
1976.  She also served as one of the fifteen women auditors during Vatican II.) 
1495 Osborne, Kenan B.  Ministry – lay ministry in the Catholic Church, its history and theology.  (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 1993) 
11  



 Appendix B: Vatican II and the Laity – Page 362 

3) the first half of the Second Millennium after the East and West of the Church divided.  
During this period, celibacy was imposed on all priests in the West, there was a great growth 
in orders of vowed men and women living apart from society, and the scholastic model of 
theology began to dominate.   

4) the Council of Trent until Vatican II, when the distinctions between clergy and laity were 
hardened and exaggerated, and levels of control further tightened, as a defensive move 
firstly against the Reformation and then against the Enlightenment.  This greatly increased 
the status of clergy and religious, and greatly diminished the status of the laity. 

It is in reaction to phase 4) above that Vatican II sets out its vision for the laity within the Church.  
Rademacher sees the assertion of the priest as separate and as a perfect model of the Christian life, 
as a direct reaction to the Reformation.   

With the Protestant Reformation threatening its teaching, the Catholic Church concentrated 
on official ordained ministers.  After Trent, these ministers were trained under tight control 
in special seminaries under the watchful eye of the diocesan bishop.1496 

A separated clergy was not only more official but also more controllable.  As the role of the clergy 
was enhanced, so the role of the laity diminished.  What is more, the notion of the laity was in 
danger of being seen by the Church hierarchy not just as neutral or negligible but actually hostile to 
the Church.   

In a number of Roman Catholic writings of the 19th and early 20th centuries, the very term 
‘lay’ connoted anti-clericalism, rejection of the Catholic Church, a prolongation of the 
secularist ideas which Church leadership associated with the French Revolution.1497 

For the most part, lay people had no role to play.  Pius X makes this very clear in his 1906 encyclical: 

The one duty of the multitude is to allow themselves to be led and, like a docile flock, to 
follow the Pastors. 1498 

There were a few instances where lay people operated independently of the bishops.  For example, 
Novak mentions in the United States the Catholic Congress of 1889 as ‘a congress of laymen, called 
by laymen, organised by laymen’.1499  But given their fears, it is not surprising that any role that most 
bishops saw for the laity was very much under their control.  Thus, we see the emergence of a 
number of movements under the title of ‘Catholic Action’ formalised by Pope Pius XI in 1930.1500  
These recognised the role of Catholic lay people in the workplace (e.g. Young Christian Workers), but 
operating on behalf of the hierarchy.   

Osborne, when reviewing the role of lay people in the church in the 19th and 20th centuries, 
recognises that there were some Catholic lay movements ‘under the impetus of lay men and 
women’ and without the leadership of the hierarchy.  He notes that while some saw these as an 
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1498 Vehementer Nos 8, quoted in Lakeland, Paul. Catholicism at the Crossroads – how the Laity can save the Church. (New 
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essential part of the Church, others saw them as dissident groups.  He places these in contrast to 
what came to be known as Catholic Action (‘the sharing of the laity in the Apostolate of the 
hierarchy’) where hierarchical leadership and control was key.1501 

At its worst, this reduced the role of laity to one of fulfilling the vocation of the bishop, without any 
sense that lay people might have a vocation of their own.  Rademacher quotes from Pius XI’s 1931 
encyclical Non abbiamo bisogno which, while defending Catholic Action against the attacks of 
Mussolini, does so to protect the honour of the bishops not the members of Catholic Action 
themselves.  Rademacher concludes:  

The laity then will share in the Apostolate, not in virtue of their baptism or the gifts of the 
Spirit, but in virtue of a special mandate from the bishop who has jurisdiction over them.1502 

What works in Europe is then seen as the operating model for the Church in the rest of the world.  
Thus Hastings, talking about the Holy Year of 1950 and Pius XII, describes Catholic Action as ‘an 
organisation firmly controlled by the hierarchy’ and that this model was proving to be ‘a more 
effective and reassuring one’ and ‘the model that missionaries were endeavouring to export to other 
continents’.1503  Hurley’s early focus as a bishop on Catholic Action suggests that this was his 
approach as well.1504 

As I shall show, many things did change at Vatican II, so we are now in a 5th phase.  This has been 
created partly by a change of teaching by the Church but also, since Vatican II, a huge decline in the 
number of priests and religious.  This has led to a number of effects which are perhaps at odds with 
each other: an increase in the role of the laity, a blurring of the lines between clergy and laity, a 
defensive assertion of the role of the clergy, the creation of ordained married men as deacons, the 
emergence of un-ordained lay para-clerics, and a general confusion in respective roles.  There is thus 
a contestation between those who want to return to phase 4) and those who see the possibility of a 
return to phase 2) or even to phase 1). 

 

What changed at Vatican II? 

Fundamentally, the Church’s teaching about the laity changed dramatically at Vatican II – not just 
the specific understanding of the role of the laity per se but also how the laity fitted in as part of the 
Church overall.  There were, of course, movements before Vatican II that anticipated and prepared 
for these changes.   

Goldie gives a number of examples.  She quotes Pius XII as saying to the College of Cardinals in 1946 
“The laity are the Church”.1505  She further points out that the World Congress for the Lay Apostolate 
had already been held twice before Vatican II (in 1951 and 1957).1506  A 1961 bibliography she found 
called Laici in Ecclesia published in Geneva cites 1,412 titles about the laity in the Church.1507  One of 
the key authors would have been the French Dominican Yves Congar whose Jalons pour une 
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1506 Goldie, “Lay, Laity, Laicity”, 115  
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théologie du laicat was published in French in 1953 and appeared in its first English translation in 
1957.1508 

Goldie quotes from a lecture by Schillebeeckx in 1958 (gendered language uncorrected):  

The layman in the Church is a Christian, a member of the ecclesial people, of the kingdom of 
God on Earth, for which he too bears responsibility.  The Church is a missionary, apostolic 
community, but her mission has a priestly form and a lay form, each is a distinct shape or 
manifestation of the one Apostolate of the whole Church.1509 

So already the notion that lay people had a role in the Church and that that role was distinct from (if 
complementary) to that of the ordained, is being seeded.  At the Council, the Fathers presented this 
new teaching twice, lest there be any doubt about its importance.  The specific ‘Decree on the Laity’ 
– Apostolicam Actuositatem – was promulgated at the end of the Council in November 1965.  At 
almost 12,000 words, it is almost as long as the document on Priesthood, longer than the one on 
Bishops, and much longer than the one on Religious Life.  But all of these 1965 Decrees are 
anticipated in the longest document of the Council, Lumen Gentium which had appeared one year 
earlier and is styled ‘The Dogmatic Constitution of the Church’.  This is where Vatican II introduced 
the subject of the laity; according to Osborne, the way in which it did so is even more significant:  

Of fundamental importance to the basic ecclesiology of Vatican II is the fact that the second 
chapter of Lumen Gentium entitled De Populo Dei (‘On the People of God’), was deliberately 
placed before the chapters on the hierarchy, on ‘lay’ ministry, and on vowed religious.  In 
doing this, the bishops at Vatican II want to describe the common matrix for all 
Christians.1510 

The laity are not presented as an add-on or as the lowest layer of the pyramid, but instead situated 
in the strongest position as being part of the People of God, on a par with those from whom they 
had been separated since Trent.  Shriver makes a claim (that I have not found elsewhere) that it was 
in fact Archbishop Wojtyla of Krakow who recommended that Lumen Gentium, instead of starting 
with the Pope and working down, should start with the laity “because the Pope and all other 
ecclesiastics are ‘servants of the servants of God’ – helpers of the laity, inspirers of the laity, spiritual 
directors of the laity.  They are consecrated, not to supplant the laity but to assist them to perform 
their roles in the world.”1511  Given the way in which some of the advances of the laity were reversed 
after 1978, when +Wojtyla became Pope John Paul II, and his tendency to prefer lay movements 
with a strong clerical component, that is a remarkable claim.  (The conventional version of this story 
is that it was Cardinal Suenens of Belgium who made this suggestion and also proposed the title 
Lumen Gentium.)1512 

In his own reminiscences of Vatican II, Suenens provides a negative as well as a positive argument 
for the need of the Council to focus on the laity: 

Our separated brethren reproach us for the sins of clericalisation, of stifling the laity.  They 
believe in the priesthood of all the faithful and assign an important role to them.  Often, 

 
1508 Congar, Yves.  Lay People in the Church: A Study for a Theology of Laity. Donald Atwater trans.  (Westminster, MD: 
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1510 Osborne, Ministry, 530 
1511 Shriver, Sargent. “Religious Values and the Good Society”. Challenge to the Laity. Russell Barta ed. (Huntington IN: Our 
Sunday Visitor, 1980) 110 
1512 Lavin, Margaret. Vatican II – Fifty Years of Evolution and Revolution in the Catholic Church. (Toronto: Novalis, 2012) 33 
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when a Catholic leaves the Church and joins a sect, he will say that he has found there a 
religion in which he is more respected and finds more to do. 1513 

When so much of the Tridentine model of a separation between lay and clergy was based on its 
theology of priesthood, it is noteworthy that it is the very word ‘priest’ that is used by the writers of 
Lumen Gentium as the hinge for their description of who the People of God are.  ‘Priest’ is now a 
term that can be applied to the un-ordained as well as the ordained. 

Christ the Lord, High Priest taken from among human beings, made the new people ‘a 
kingdom and priests to God the Father’. The baptised, by regeneration and the anointing of 
the Holy Spirit, are consecrated as a spiritual house and a holy priesthood, in order that 
through all those works which are those of the Christian, they may offer spiritual sacrifices 
and proclaim the power of Him who has called them out of darkness into His marvellous 
light.  … 

Though they differ from one another in essence and not only in degree, the common 
priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood are nonetheless 
interrelated: each of them in its own special way is a participation in the one priesthood of 
Christ.  The ministerial priest, by the sacred power he enjoys, teaches and rules the priestly 
people; acting in the person of Christ, he makes present the Eucharistic sacrifice, and offers 
it to God in the name of all the people.  But the faithful, in virtue of their royal priesthood, 
join in the offering of the Eucharist. They likewise exercise that priesthood in receiving the 
sacraments, in prayer and thanksgiving, in the witness of a holy life, and by self-denial and 
active charity.1514 

Osborne concludes: 

In the very structuring of the document Lumen Gentium, and in the theology behind the 
structuring, the bishops of Vatican II not only relativized the hierarchy vis-à-vis Jesus (the 
Christological dimension) but also relativized the hierarchy vis-à-vis gospel discipleship (the 
ecclesiological dimension).1515 

He highlights that this approach of reforming the People of God, and not just the hierarchy, links the 
approach of Vatican II to the Reformation rather than the Counter-Reformation: 

Whereas in some of the reform movements of the 1500s, the goal was to reform the people 
of God, so that from such a reformed group new leadership might arise, the Roman Catholic 
approach at Trent was clearly the opposite, believing that a reformed leadership, particularly 
episcopal and presbyteral, would produce a reformed people.1516 

When talking later about the specific role of the laity within the wider Church, Lumen Gentium is not 
afraid to recognise that there will be unity and also diversity and that this is part of God’s plan.  
Within the People of God, all are brothers (and presumably sisters) of Christ, and so therefore also 
brothers and sisters of each other, a far cry from the model of subjects and rulers. 

 
1513 Suenens, Léon-Josef.  “A Plan for the Whole Council”. Vatican II Revisited: by those who were there.  Alberic Stacpoole 
ed. (London: G Chapman, 1986) 100  (He is quoting from the plan that he presented to John XXIII in 1962, soon after the 
start of the Council). 
1514 Lumen Gentium 10 
1515 Osborne, Ministry, 540 
1516 Osborne, Ministry, 435  
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By divine institution, Holy Church is ordered and governed with a wonderful diversity… 
Therefore, the chosen People of God is one: ‘one Lord, one faith, one baptism’; sharing a 
common dignity as members from their regeneration in Christ, having the same filial grace 
and the same vocation to perfection … 

For the distinction which the Lord made between sacred ministers and the rest of the People 
of God bears within it a certain union, since pastors and the other faithful are bound to each 
other by a mutual need.  Pastors of the Church, following the example of the Lord, should 
minister to one another and to the other faithful.  These in their turn should enthusiastically 
lend their joint assistance to their pastors and teachers.  Thus, in their diversity, all bear 
witness to the wonderful unity in the Body of Christ. … 

Therefore, from divine choice the laity have Christ for their brother who though He is the 
Lord of all, came not to be served but to serve. They also have for their brothers those in the 
sacred ministry who by teaching, by sanctifying and by ruling with the authority of Christ 
feed the family of God so that the new commandment of charity may be fulfilled by all.1517  

For the first time, an Ecumenical Council is acknowledging the specific presence of lay people in the 
Church.  In fact, as Worlock recalls, they even invited a lay person to address the Council, arguably 
the first lay voice in aula since Nicaea.  At the 3rd session, Patrick Keegan, then President of YCW 
International spoke to the assembled bishops: 

The lay apostolate cannot be an isolated entity in the Church.  It reaches its fullness in close 
collaboration with all the other members of the Church.  By its very nature it demands a 
constant and regular exchange between the hierarchy and the laity.  It is for us as lay people 
to bring to our pastors our experience of the needs of the world in which we live, and to 
seek from them guidance in our endeavour to respond to these needs.1518 

Keegan later commented on Apostolicam Actuositatem as ‘an epoch-making document in the history 
of the Church’.   

For the first time the apostolic activity of the laity is the object of a conciliar decree. The 
decree consecrates all the achievements of the lay apostolate of the previous forty years; it 
also ratifies most solemnly the task of the lay man in the Church, the people of God.1519 

Lumen Gentium not only acknowledges the presence of lay people but goes even further in 
attributing to them the threefold functions of Christ that were previously only associated with the 
ordained.   

These faithful are by baptism made one body with Christ and are constituted among the 
People of God; they are in their own way made sharers in the priestly, prophetical, and 
kingly functions of Christ; and they carry out, for their own part, the mission of the whole 
Christian people in the Church and in the world.1520 

All the people of God are thus united in one mission, even if they have different ministries.  Worlock 
quotes Congar as saying:  

We rejoice at this return to the idea of ministries, in the plural, in contrast to the usage 
which for so long has reserved this term for the ministry of the priest alone.  Laymen must 

 
1517 Lumen Gentium 32 
1518 Worlock, Derek J H. “Toil in the Lord: the Laity in Vatican II”.  Vatican II Revisited: by those who were there.  Alberic 
Stacpoole ed. (London: G Chapman, 1986) 248 
1519 Worlock, “Toil in the Lord: the Laity in Vatican II”, 249 
1520 See Appendix F for an exploration of the Tria Munera in relation to Kearney.  
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be able to exercise this true ministry in the Church, if their apostolic service if to have any 
kind of stability and is to be recognised in the Christian community.1521 

The Fathers then feel they need to define what part of that mission is entrusted to the laity: 

What specifically characterises the laity is their secular nature… the laity, by their very 
vocation, seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them 
according to the plan of God.  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.  They are called there 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.1522 

This mission of the laity is by no means an easy one and the Council Fathers are not afraid to set a 
significant challenge.  In fact, one year later, they are using language about the laity which in 
previous decades would have been expected to be applied to those vowed to religious life: 

In the pilgrimage of this life, hidden with Christ in God and free from enslavement to wealth, 
they aspire to those riches which remain forever, and generously dedicate themselves 
wholly to the advancement of the kingdom of God and to the reform and improvement of 
the temporal order in a Christian spirit.  

Impelled by divine charity, they do good to all people … Following Jesus in His poverty, they 
are neither depressed by the lack of temporal goods nor inflated by their abundance; 
imitating Christ in His humility, they have no obsession for empty honours but seek to please 
God rather than humans, ever ready to leave all things for Christ's sake and to suffer 
persecution for justice sake, as they remember the words of the Lord, If anyone wishes to 
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.1523 

 

Contradictions in the teaching of Vatican II with regard to the laity 

Lumen Gentium has the difficult task of wanting to assert the dignity of lay people while also 
explaining how they are distinct from those who are not lay.  The challenge of showing how laity and 
clergy are ‘the same but different’ inevitably creates confusion, ambiguity and inconsistencies.  One 
of the reasons for this is the desire to hold the tension between wanting to show the difference 
between clergy and laity and also wanting to show the equality of all Christians.  But the (apparent) 
contradictions are also the result of the fact that the subject was discussed in different commissions 
with different constellations and also different positions.  For example, though +Hurley was not on 
the Commission for the Laity, his view on the role of the laity will still have influenced the “Decree 
on Priestly Training” and he was a member of that Commission.1524 

The application of the word priest to all the baptised in Lumen Gentium 10 under the concept of ‘the 
priesthood of all the faithful’ then forces the Council to create a new term ‘ministerial priesthood’ to 
label those who are priests through ordination and not just by baptism.  This creates a potential 
confusion of language which is not resolved.  Osborne suggests that bishops at Vatican II were 
offered a variety of ways of distinguishing between the priesthood of all believers and the ordained 
priesthood.  They did not endorse any of them but that simply left hanging the question of the 
meaning of the name ‘priest’.  It is intriguing to consider the alternatives they were given: 

 
1521 Worlock, “Toil in the Lord: the Laity in Vatican II”, 242 
1522 Lumen Gentium 31 
1523 Apostolicam Actuositatem 4 
1524 Optatam Totius 11, 20 



 Appendix B: Vatican II and the Laity – Page 368 

distinguishing lay vs ordained by talking about a) a ‘figurative’ or ‘spiritual’ priesthood vs a ‘real’ 
priesthood; b) an ‘interior’ priesthood vs an ‘exterior’ priesthood; c) a ‘private’ priesthood vs a 
‘public’ priesthood; d) an ‘incomplete’ priesthood vs a ‘full’ priesthood; and e) (bizarrely!) a 
‘feminine’ priesthood vs a ‘masculine’ priesthood.1525 

It is not helped that there is inconsistency about who is included in a category: sometimes a certain 
term is used to refer to all the baptised including those who are ordained, and sometimes the same 
term refers to all the baptised excluding those who are ordained.   

It is initially clear that the starting point for Vatican II’s understanding of the laity is their 
membership of the People of God which means all the baptised.  Vatican II uses three different titles 
for this idea of the common matrix of all Christians: ‘people of God’, ‘the Christian faithful’ and ‘the 
priesthood of all believers’.  But at other times, it uses these same terms to define the laity over and 
against the ordained.  So, Osborne argues, the same names continue to be used to indicate a non-
common situation.1526 

Similarly, where the Pope or bishops or priests ‘address the faithful’ ‘call on the faithful’ or 
‘pray for the faithful’ …the term ‘faithful’ does not mean all baptised but those who are not 
the Pope or the bishop or the priest.1527 

Furthermore, Vatican II has to define who the laity are.  The definition seems clear from Lumen 
Gentium 31: “The term laity is here understood to mean all the faithful except those in holy orders 
and those in the state of religious life specially approved by the Church.” 

It is problematic that this is a negative definition – the laity are those left over after removing certain 
people.  Lakeland offers his students an interesting challenge: to define laity without using the n-
word i.e. ‘not’.  He concludes that it is very hard indeed.1528   

But more problematic is the inconsistent way in which ‘lay’ is applied: sometimes it seems to follow 
the Lumen Gentium definition; but sometimes it seems to include all those who are not ordained 
(thus leaving religious brothers and sisters in the lay category).  For example, throughout Perfectae 
Caritatis, the Vatican II document on religious life, a distinction is drawn between ‘clerical and lay 
religious’ – the former being priests who are religious and the latter being brothers who are religious 
but not ordained and, of course, all sisters.1529   

Osborne tries to salvage this by suggesting that Lumen Gentium 31 was not meant to be a definition 
but a working explanation, though it is unclear if that actually helps.1530  Earlier on, he does at least 
suggest that, even if the line is a hard one, it can be re-drawn by the Church.  He points out that the 
1983 Code of Canon law alters the position of 1917 Code.   

The juridical status of sacred ministers is not necessarily divinely given but is determined in 
church law and is changeable (as indeed it has been changed in several respects by this 
Code).1531 
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If the definition is not always clear, nor is the specificity of the role.  The apparently clear role of the 
laity ‘to transform the temporal world’ is also blurred.  So having said that ‘what specifically 
characterises the laity is their secular nature’, Lumen Gentium then adds: “It is true that those in holy 
orders can at times be engaged in secular activities, and even have a secular profession.”1532  Those 
who are not ordained but vowed (and so may or may not be lay) are also presented as having a role 
in the temporal order: “Similarly, by their state in life, religious give splendid and striking testimony 
that the world cannot be transformed and offered to God without the spirit of the beatitudes.”1533 

Not only do the laity share their secular role with the non-lay, they also share the sacred role. 

In fulfilling this mission of the Church, the Christian laity exercise their apostolate both in the 
Church and in the world, in both the spiritual and the temporal orders. …. In both orders, the 
lay person, being simultaneously a believer and a citizen, should be continuously led by the 
same Christian conscience.1534 

If lay and non-lay are sharing the same apostolates, the issue of who owns the apostolate again 
arises.  Goldie argues that the Council swings back and forth between two positions: Lumen Gentium 
2 prioritises the active presence of Christians in the world but has consequences for the ministerial 
priesthood; Lumen Gentium 4 returns to the clerical approach which would still leave the layperson a 
subject of the hierarchy.  She says ‘this is flagrant’ in Apostolicam Actuositatem.1535  For example, 
there is still an echo of the preference for lay people as an instrument of the hierarchy rather than 
operating on their own. 

Maintaining the proper relationship to Church authorities, the laity have the right to found 
and control such associations and to join those already existing.1536 

Organisations in which, in the opinion of the hierarchy, the ensemble of these characteristics 
is realised, must be considered to be Catholic Action even though they take on various forms 
and titles because of the needs of different regions and peoples.1537 

All associations of the apostolate must be given due appreciation. Those, however, which 
the hierarchy have praised or recommended as responsive to the needs of time and place, 
or have ordered to be established as particularly urgent, must be held in highest esteem by 
priests, religious, and laity and promoted according to each one's ability.1538 

Rademacher suggests that this is inevitable because Lumen Gentium continues the ‘levels’ theology 
of Trent, keeping the ordained clergy as a category of ministry with the laity defined in contrast with 
the clergy.  

Shared ministry therefore is not accomplished by a common participation in the priesthood 
of the baptised but by sometimes arbitrary or canonically determined methods of passing on 
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power from a higher level.  Baptism is thus undervalued.  Jurisdiction, still linked to levels of 
ordination, controls and shapes the ministry ‘from above’.1539 

He points out that while Lumen Gentium 3 presents a new model of episcopacy, it still contains 13 
references to Ignatius of Antioch’s monarchical view of the bishop: the centre of unity, the chief 
place among ministers, the teacher of doctrine, the officer of good order.1540 

This paradox in the role of the bishop, and especially the role of the pope as Primate, is described by 
Hebblethwaite in his monumental biography of Paul VI.  He contrasts two moves by Paul in 1967-8: a 
progressive one in setting up the Council of the Laity; and a conservative one by reasserting the 
Papal magisterium by publishing three encyclicals. 1541  Moreover, while one of these Sacerdotalis 
Caelibatus (confirming the celibacy of priests) was about the ecclesial order, the other two 
Populorum Progressio (on development) and Humanae Vitae (on contraception) were clearly in the 
temporal order.  And whereas, in line with Apostolicam Actuositatem, input from lay people was 
sought for the former, it was specifically rejected for the latter.   

One of the reasons for these ambiguities is the desire of Lumen Gentium to develop a new 
ecclesiology, with the notion of the People of God at its centre, while at the same follow the top-
down perspective of Vatican I on the grounds that the Church never errs and that the previous 
doctrine must be upheld at all costs.  This affected not only the position of the laity but also the 
relationship between bishops and the Bishop of Rome.   

That is why Paul VI agreed to the pressure put on him by a group of conservative theologians to 
insert and endorse the Nota praevia, a document “explaining” (but in fact contradicting) Lumen 
Gentium without any consultation with the Conciliar bishops.  The Nota Praevia aggressively 
endorses the doctrine of Vatican I on pontifical primacy (against Conciliarism) and progressives like 
Hurley were not happy.1542  In fact, as early as October 1962, +Hurley was recommending that in the 
‘Message to the World’ (that will be presented as the first document from the Council), “the 
reference to papal primacy be dropped to take into account the sensitivities of the non-believers 
and of the ‘separated brethren’.”1543   

Vatican II’s position on the laity seems blurred looking back on it 60 years later; but, in fact, for some 
these fault lines were already discernible at the time.  Goldie quotes from Hans Heimerl, writing in 
March 1966 only a few months after the end of the Council.1544  He wrote that in Lumen Gentium 
there are four possible concepts of the lay person.  They all start from the generic element of the full 
dignity of the Christian mission, and affirm this as a state that is common to all members of God's 
people, laity and clergy.  But then they take the lay person in four possible directions: 

1) a negative single-pole concept: the lay person is one who is not a cleric  

2) a negative double-pole concept:  the lay person is one who is neither cleric nor religious  

 
1539 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 79-80  
1540 Rademacher, Lay Ministry, 52  
1541 Hebblethwaite, Peter. Paul VI the First Modern Pope (New York NY: Paulist Press, 1993) Chapter 28 
1542 Kearney, Guardian of the Light, 122 
1543 Denis, Philippe. “Archbishop Hurley’s contribution to the Second Vatican Council”. Bulletin for Contextual Theology 
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3) a positive essential single-pole concept: the lay person is one who collaborates with the 
official priesthood for common worship and the building up of the body of Christ  

4) a positive existential bipolar concept: the lay person is seen in their temporal situation and 
with their task in the world 

Already he was warning against 4) because it suggests that the hierarchy has no influence in the 
world and that the lay person has no competence in the Church. 

The best that we can conclude, with Rademacher, is that while Vatican II makes definite progress 
with regard to the role of the laity, it cannot in one move make up for 2,000 years of neglect: 

The term ‘lay person’ is still weighed down, not only with an historical and cultural linguistic 
usage expressing contrast, but also one expressing a relative identity that seems to be 
negative and that Lumen Gentium was not able to avoid, although it reduced it to a 
minimum.1545 

Fortunately there have been many positive developments towards the diversification of 
ministry in the pastoral experience of the post-Conciliar church.  By patiently allowing room 
for the creativity of the Spirit within the baptised community, the Council encouraged the 
ministries to develop ‘from below’ in the actual pastoral experience of the church without 
pressing them a priori into rigid categories imposed ‘from above’.1546 

 

Is ‘lay person’ even a category? 

The discussion above is important for our exploration of the vocation of Kearney since he undergoes 
a transition: from being a lay person (1942-1959), to not being a lay person (1960-1969, though by 
virtue of religious life rather than ordination) to being a lay person again (1970-2018).   

But is the very category of lay person a useful one?  The role of the laity has certainly preoccupied 
the Catholic Church for the last 60 years and already was emerging in the decades preceding the 
Council.  It has also been a concern of other Christian denominations.  Marciniak quotes Dr Albert 
Outler, a professor at Southern Methodist University who had been one of the privileged non-
Catholic observers at Vatican II.   He comments that all denominations have reformed their 
structures in modern times but with few ‘genuinely positive results in and to the world’.  Moreover, 
often the reform has been done in the name of the laity:  

More has been said about the prime function of the laity as the Church visible in the 
world…but very little has been realised in terms of turning such a vision into reality.1547 

To be focused on the role of the laity presupposes that there is a clear sense of the category of the 
laity.  Some have challenged this.  Yves Congar is seen as the key Catholic theologian thinking about 
the laity, before the Council and in the immediate aftermath.  But Goldie suggests that Congar 
himself went on a journey in which the category of ‘laity’ became less straightforward: from the 
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trinomial clergy-religious-laity, to the two binomials hierarchy-laity and religious-non religious; in 
favour of the binomial ‘community plus ministries/charisms.1548 

There is a vision based on communion: finally, a relationship with the world, the saeculum, 
related more to personal charisms than to any rigid distinctions between hierarchy, religious 
and laity…. The whole community is challenged by the saeculum, even if some through a 
free gift of the Spirit, have a particular relationship to secular reality.  

I suggest that we can see the challenge to the category coming from three directions.   

First of all, if laity (as Lumen Gentium 31 clearly define them) are those who are not something (not 
priests, not religious) then can it be a category in its own right at all?   To be a category, there needs 
to be a way of entering the category.  But Osborne points out that the sacraments of initiation 
(Baptism-Confirmation-Eucharist) signify entering into the common matrix (joining the people of 
God/ the faithful/ the priesthood of all believers); it is not a sacramental initiation into a lay 
status.1549  The only initiation that makes someone a lay person are the initiations of other people 
(ordination to the priesthood, taking of religious vows) which remove them into a new category 
(non-lay).  This seems a weak basis for a theological concept that has to carry so much weight.  This 
is even more true when the Council is even confused about who has actually been removed into a 
new category: is it just the ordained (as per Perfectae Caritatis) or is it the ordained and the religious 
(as per Lumen Gentium)? 

Moreover, how could one characterise the relationship of Jesus to this negative category? 

If Jesus is the source, origin, model and measure of all Christian leadership, then Jesus 
himself cannot be seen as either lay or cleric.  A clerical Jesus cannot be called the source, 
origin, model and measure of lay Christian ministry and vice versa.  In other words 
Christology itself does not provide a base for the lay/cleric distinction in the church.1550 

Secondly, it is quite unclear what the purpose of the category is.  As has been explored above, the 
Council documents seem to tie themselves in knots in defining the apostolate of the laity.  Lumen 
Gentium 31 starts off by focusing on their role in the secular world:   

What specifically characterizes the laity is their secular nature. 

But then it takes back the very specificity it has highlighted:  

It is true that those in holy orders can at times be engaged in secular activities, and even 
have a secular profession. 

Then it tries to reclaim the secular space for the laity: 

But they [those in holy orders] are by reason of their particular vocation especially and 
professedly ordained to the sacred ministry. 

But then in Lumen Gentium 33 even the specificity of sacred ministry is blurred: 
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Besides this apostolate which certainly pertains to all Christians, the laity can also be called 
in various ways to a more direct form of co-operation in the apostolate of the Hierarchy. … 
Further, they have the capacity to assume from the Hierarchy certain ecclesiastical 
functions, which are to be performed for a spiritual purpose. 

Gaudium et Spes captures this ambiguity in one sentence which seems to give and take back at the 
same time: “Secular duties and activities belong properly, although not exclusively, to lay 
people.”1551  Osborne concludes that the Council documents present ‘a rather fluid boundary 
between the ecclesiastical and the secular’.1552 

He points out that the weakness comes about from taking an approach of saying that the ordained 
have a role of priesthood-in-the-church (in ecclesia) and the non-ordained as having a role of 
priesthood-in-the-world (in saeculum).  But the sacraments of initiation for the priesthood of all the 
faithful (Baptism-Confirmation-Eucharist) are initiation primarily into the Church not into the secular 
world. 

This positioning [by the sacraments of initiation] in the Church is a positioning which involves 
the exercise of the Tria Munera of Jesus, which is to be exercised by each Christian primarily 
within the Church, and only secondarily within the wider secular society.1553 

The third line of attack may well explain the origin of the other two weaknesses.  Osborne argues 
that there is actually no evidence in the New Testament of anyone (the apostles, the twelve) being 
ordained, or of them ordaining, or of Jesus instructing anyone to ordain.   Ordination emerges under 
the influence of a Greco-Roman concept of ordo in which some are elevated to ordines and 
distinguished from the populace.   

The meaning and use of klerikos/ laikos did not give rise to ordines; rather the incorporation 
of ordines into the church structures gave rise to the meaning and subsequent usage of 
klerikos/ laikos.1554 

Rademacher confirms the same.  He lists a number of words which have come to be associated with 
the lay/cleric distinction but which are not used in this way in the New Testament: archon (ruler) is 
only reserved for secular or Jewish figures as is time (‘office’); hiereus (‘priest’) is only used of Jesus 
or in relation to the Jewish priesthood; and laikos is not the term used to refer to the common 
people as opposed to consecrated: instead the people of God are referred to as hagioi (‘holy’).1555 

He concludes: 

 There is no ministry apart from a Christian mission.  Christian ministry as a caste or state 
apart from this mission does not exist in the New Testament.1556 
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The course that Vatican II sets out for the lay person 

I believe that Vatican II laid out a concept of ‘lay person’ (and the related concept of ‘cleric’) that was 
at times flawed and even inconsistent.  But accepting them at face value, how have those concepts 
evolved since the Council?   

The Decree on the Laity sets for itself a significant task, bearing in mind that this is the first time in 
2,000 years that the Church has attempted this: 

In this decree the Council seeks to describe the nature, character, and diversity of the lay 
apostolate, to state its basic principles, and to give pastoral directives for its more effective 
exercise.1557 

This sounds like a clear goal and one that takes seriously the presence of the laity in the Church.  But 
curiously it is preceded by these words: 

Besides, in many places where priests are very few or, in some instances, deprived of due 
freedom for priestly work, the Church could scarcely exist and function without the activity 
of the laity.1558 

There appear to be two problematic implications in this: that the lay person is always to be 
understood in the context of the cleric (remember the 1891 Kirchenlexicon reference – ‘For Laity, 
see Clergy’?).  And that while laity are necessary (‘the Church could scarcely function without them’), 
it is only because of a lack of numbers or freedom on the part of the clergy.  The implied conclusion 
of this sentence is that if only there were more priests, or they did not have any restrictions, then 
the laity would not be necessary.  While later parts of the Council documents take a much more 
progressive view of the laity, it is worth bearing in mind this background presumption, especially 
since it is one that, in my experience, many priests (and indeed some lay people) still hold to today. 

The document continues much more positively, and starts by situating what it is about to say about 
the laity in the context (following Lumen Gentium) of the Church as the Mystical Body of Christ 
which includes all her members.   

All activity of the Mystical Body directed to the attainment of this goal is called the 
apostolate, which the Church carries on in various ways through all her members.  For the 
Christian vocation by its very nature is also a vocation to the apostolate.  No part of the 
structure of a living body is merely passive but has a share in the functions as well as life of 
the body: so, too, in the body of Christ, which is the Church…1559 

The rejection of the word ‘passive’ is I think significant.  This new role of the laity is going to be a 
long way from the traditional image of the lay person (encouraged by the ordained and the un-
ordained) ‘to pray, pay and obey’.  Each part of the Church – and so that includes lay people – has an 
active role to play and a responsibility to do so, for oneself and for others.  The language of unity in 
diversity, and the imagery of the Body, are an immediate echo of the words of St Paul.1560  Thus, the 
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model of Apostolicam Actuositatem is linked to the Early Church (and indeed to a time when there 
was no distinction of clergy and laity, though the Council never admits that): 

Indeed, the organic union in this body and the structure of the members are so compact that 
the member who fails to make his proper contribution to the development of the Church 
must be said to be useful neither to the Church nor to himself. 

In the Church there is a diversity of ministry but a oneness of mission. Christ conferred on 
the Apostles and their successors the duty of teaching, sanctifying, and ruling in His name 
and power.  But the laity likewise share in the priestly, prophetic, and royal office of Christ 
and therefore have their own share in the mission of the whole people of God in the Church 
and in the world.1561 

The threefold office – priest, prophet and leader (I shall use this in preference to ‘king’) – is stressed 
as one that all Christians enjoy.1562  It is already a radical move to link the laity with words like 
‘apostolate’ and ‘ministry’; it is even more radical to state (albeit in a vague way) that lay people 
could be termed ‘prophet’ or ‘leader’ or even ‘priest’ when these had been reserved for centuries to 
ordained men (and occasionally a few religious women).  Lumen Gentium 31 had introduced this 
when it defined who the laity are; Apostolicam Actuositatem will go on to develop this theme.  The 
attribution of these words (and most especially ‘priest’) to both the ordained and the un-ordained 
will prove to be one of the hardest paradoxes for the Council and the post-Conciliar Church to 
resolve.  In Lumen Gentium 10, it committed itself to showing how ‘they differ from one another in 
essence and not only in degree’, a task that many would argue has never been adequately 
accomplished.   

The paragraph continues by setting out one of the ways of attempting this distinction: contrasting 
‘the temporal order’ from the unspoken ‘ecclesial order’: 

The laity exercise the apostolate in fact by their activity directed to the evangelisation and 
sanctification of people 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 humankind.  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.1563 

Various commentators have pointed out the efforts made by Vatican II to balance between two 
perspectives: ad intra (looking at the Church) and ad extra (looking at the world).1564  The eventual 
promulgation of two documents about the Church, one the ad intra Dogmatic Constitution and the 
other the ad extra Pastoral Constitution highlights this.1565  Interestingly, they are the two longest 
documents produced by the Council and, at more than 33,000 words each, of equal length: together 
they represent almost 40% of the word length of the whole Council.   

This Janus-faced perspective, looking in two directions at the same time, results in what O’Brien 
Steinfels describes as: 
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Two paradoxical developments: the turning outward of Catholics, professionally and socially, 
to function in a secular modern world; and their simultaneous turning inward to re-examine 
and renovate their religious beliefs and practices.1566 

This is true of the Church as a whole.  Are the two parts of the Church – laity and clergy – involved in 
both parts of this?  The introduction by Apostolicam Actuositatem of the distinction between the 
temporal order and the ecclesial order might suggest that there is a clear demarcation of 
responsibilities.  But, as I have already indicated, the Council does seem to be ambiguous on how 
clear they want this distinction to be.  Moreover, as I shall show, the experience of the Church since 
the Council has consistently blurred these lines.   

 

Role of priests in the temporal order 

Vatican II while defining the temporal sphere as being specific to the Apostolate of the Laity, still 
allows that ‘those in holy orders can at times be engaged in secular activities, and even have a 
secular profession.’1567  The laity are not going to have it all their own way, even in the sphere which 
is their natural environment.  How do we balance the respective role of laity and clergy in the 
temporal order? 

Lumen Gentium has already acknowledged the importance of people working together, recognising 
that the Church is not omni-competent.1568  John XXIII, in calling a Council to respond to the needs of 
the world and not just the needs of the Church, opened up an unprecedentedly wide scope for the 
Council’s documents.  According to his biographer, when Paul VI was presented with a final draft of 
what was to become Gaudium et Spes, the Pope exclaimed “but it's a whole encyclopaedia’!”1569   

Recognising the danger of trying to solve everything, and failing, Paul VI realised he had to limit the 
ambition:   

He thought that sometimes people have unreasonable expectations of the Church.  It should 
provide principles rather than solutions, direction rather than directives, leaving priest and 
laity free but not free floating.1570 

The same idea is stated in the Council documents: 

Pastors must clearly state the principles concerning the purpose of creation and the use of 
temporal things and must offer the moral and spiritual aids by which the temporal order 
may be renewed in Christ.1571 

Paul VI later expands on this model in his 1971 Octogesima Adveniens where there is a shift away 
from specific, universally-applicable solutions and instead towards principles of reflection, norms of 
judgment and directives for action from the social teaching of the Church.  The responsibility of 
bishops (including presumably the Bishop of Rome) was “to teach and to interpret authentically the 
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norms of morality to be followed” but then “the laity, without waiting passively for orders and 
directives” could undertake the initiative for shaping the communities in which they live.1572 

Gregg argues that all these points remain important today.   

The Church’s pastors have a responsibility to remind us of Catholic social teaching’s 
principles and their theological and philosophical bases. The moment, however, pastors 
enter into the specifics of those policy issues about which Catholics are free to disagree, 
there is a serious risk they will crowd out the contribution of laypeople, especially those who 
want to be respectful of their bishops.  This does not mean that bishops cannot express their 
views on such subjects. It does, however, suggest that—like Pope Paul—Catholic clergy 
should readily acknowledge the legitimate plurality of views which Catholics can have on 
most policy questions.1573 

Many would argue that Paul VI himself undermined these principles with his three encyclicals in 
1967-68 (see above) and that other popes have done so since.  But leaving that to one side, this 
would seem to be the approach that Kearney is applying in Diakonia and thereafter: to analyse with 
objectivity the specific situation, to shed on it the light of the Gospel’s words, and to enable people 
to “determine, in their own conscience, the actions which they are called to share in.”1574   

Novak makes the point that the laity (because of their number, their formation and their diversity) 
have a competence that the clergy lack.  He warns against clerics making judgements in areas where 
they do not have primary competence and will tend to be imperfect generalisations and out-of-
touch pronouncements.   

These are judgements fraught with ambiguity, contingency and doubt in which – absolutely 
so in the field of practice, relatively so even in the definition of middle axioms – the proper 
presumption is that of St Augustine: In dubiis, libertas – ‘In doubtful things, liberty’.1575 

There is a risk here of Karl Popper’s concept of ‘the closed society’, one that is unself-conscious and 
a stranger to rational planning and believes that it has all the answers.  Shorter in a different context 
accuses the Church of this.1576 

Novak, in defence of priests, makes the point that we should not expect those in holy orders to have 
a focus on what is practical.   

 Suffice to say that the eschatology of the priestly vocation – its clear message, not only 
through celibacy and renunciation of the world, but also through the daily psychology 
induced by its duties and its vision – calls the Catholic public onto higher things, and better 
things, but serves less well as a guide in the practical necessities of building social 
institutions.  Often there is a characteristic utopianism in the priestly exhortation, a 
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psychological tendency to be a pilgrim of the absolute – a necessary witness in the life of the 
Church, yet often severely damaging to the fragile tissues of social institutions.1577 

Kearney’s formation as a Marist was clearly one that, through celibacy and renunciation of the 
world, was slanted towards a utopianism and a tendency to be a pilgrim of the absolute.  Life after 
the Marists, made him much more aware of the need for the Church to work with ‘the fragile tissues 
of social institutions’.  He certainly felt that he would better engage in the temporal sphere as a lay 
person.  But it should not be forgotten that +Hurley – who had triply renounced the world through 
religious vows, priestly ordination and episcopal consecration – was no less engaged in political 
matters than Kearney.1578   

 

How far should the Temporal Order stretch? 

Vatican II assigned the temporal order (although not exclusively) to the laity.  The temporal sphere is 
very widely defined in Apostolicam Actuositatem 7: ‘the good things of life, the prosperity of the 
family, culture, economic matters, the arts and professions, the laws of the political community, 
international relations, …development and progress’.   

But if lay people are in the temporal order, and their apostolate is to transform the world, then is 
everything a lay person does in the world potentially an example of ministry?  This is something that 
concerns Rademacher: 

Some are quick to label every good deed as ministry.  They tend to inflate the word to such 
an extent that it loses all meaning. 

But he feels that this is, in part, a fear of the pendulum swinging the other way: 

On the other hand, some feel they are doing ministry only when they are doing what the 
priest has traditionally done.1579 

He identifies a real paradox.  Through Baptism a person becomes a Christian for every aspect of their 
lives not just the churchy ones.  So the assumption is to treat everything that a Christian does (at 
least potentially) as Christian ministry.   

Since Vatican II there has been a tendency to assume that all good acts are Christian 
ministry.  The word ‘ministry’ has become so diluted as to lose all meaning.  If everything is 
Christian ministry, what happens to discipleship and the uniqueness of Christ?...Making 
pizzas, selling insurance and planting corn may be important, but neither pizzas nor 
insurance proclaim the Gospel of Christ directly or publicly.1580 

I confess to being a little uncomfortable with the examples that Rademacher gives.  ‘Planting corn’ is 
not only an essential contribution to human flourishing but also used on a number of occasions as 
the context for a parable of how to lead a good life.  (In fact, one website says that in Scripture there 
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are 94 references to corn in 31 different books!).1581  While making pizza might have been chosen as 
an intentionally trivial example, neither Moses, Elijah nor Jesus regard the making of bread as 
something trivial.  Furthermore, anyone who has been mis-sold insurance by an unscrupulous agent 
(and I imagine that there will be some Catholics among their number) would certainly have 
experienced their loss as failure to preach the Good News, ‘directly and publicly’.   

Having questioned his examples, I accept Rademacher’s point that ‘if everything is Christian ministry, 
what happens to discipleship’?  Running a community-based welfare organisation founded by 
Kearney, my team and I have been constantly challenged to consider how we allocate our finite 
resources between the competing claims of Christian ministry.  Rademacher does answer his own 
question by drawing on Thomas O'Meara's six characteristics of Christian ministry: 1) doing 
something 2) for the advent of the Kingdom, 3) in public, 4) on behalf of a Christian community, 5) a 
gift received in faith, baptism and ordination and 6) an activity with its own limits and identity within 
a diversity of ministerial actions.1582  

From my experience of working with him, and making decisions about the Denis Hurley Centre, I 
would imagine that Kearney would agree with most of those criteria.  A good test to apply is to see if 
the opposite would count as a definition of not being Christian ministry: 

1)  doing something: as opposed to doing nothing and just talking, something that many 
Christians seem to be far too good at doing! 

2)  for the advent of the Kingdom: which ties the activity to the question of justice, perhaps using 
the Beatitudes or Mt 25 as a key to identifying the Kingdom 

3)  in public: I think Kearney might want to challenge this, especially in the days of the anti-
Apartheid Struggle when secrecy was key to effectiveness of much ministry 

4)  on behalf of a Christian community: he would definitely want to challenge this given what has 
been said in Chapters 3 and 6; perhaps a better criterion for him would be to expand this to 
‘on behalf of a Christian community, potentially in collaboration with other Christian 
communities, and/or with other faith and non-faith communities’ 

5)  a gift received in faith, baptism and ordination: I suspect he would want to remind every 
Baptised Christian of how many gifts we have all received and should be zealous about sharing 

6)  an activity with its own limits and identity within a diversity of ministerial actions: indeed, 
Kearney was very concerned about the need for ministry to have clear goals and outcomes 
and limits which is what gave funders so much confidence in him. 

 

The role of lay people in the Ecclesial Sphere 

We have discussed how Vatican II, having assigned the temporal order to the laity, then blurs this 
line leaving lay people unclear about how much this is their rightful place of activity.  But even 
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having granted lay people a specific (though not exclusive) role in the temporal sphere, and having 
asserted the priority of the ordained in the ecclesial sphere, Vatican II blurs these lines further. 

Now the laity are called in a special way to make the Church present and operative in those 
places and circumstances where only through them can it become the salt of the earth. …  

Besides this apostolate, which certainly pertains to all Christians, the laity can also be called 
in various ways to a more direct form of co-operation in the apostolate of the Hierarchy.  
This was the way certain men and women assisted Paul the Apostle in the Gospel, labouring 
much in the Lord.  Further, they have the capacity to assume from the Hierarchy certain 
ecclesiastical functions, which are to be performed for a spiritual purpose. 

Upon all the laity, therefore, rests the noble duty of working to extend the divine plan of 
salvation to all people of each epoch and in every land.  Consequently, may every 
opportunity be given them so that, according to their abilities and the needs of the times, 
they may zealously participate in the saving work of the Church. 1583 

This explains the explosion since Vatican II in the roles that lay people play in the ecclesial activities 
of their communities: teaching catechism, serving at the altar, reading the Scripture, acting as 
sacristan, distributing communion both in church and in homes and hospitals, presiding at non-
Eucharistic services especially funerals.  This is a far cry from the ‘transformation of the temporal 
order’ and has nearly always been triggered by exactly that loss of priests that was referred to earlier 
in Apostolicam Actuositatem 2.   

Of course, the motivation can also have been a positive one: to allow lay people to do everything 
that a lay person is not prevented from doing on account of not being ordained.  But what is 
interesting is the impact this has had on the perception of the Apostolate of the Laity.  A group of US 
lay people writing in the 1980s, expressed great discomfort with this move:   

It is our experience that a wholesome and significant movement within the Church – the 
involvement of lay people in many Church ministries – has led to a devaluation of the unique 
ministry of lay men and women.  The tendency has been to see lay ministry as involvement 
in some church related activity….thus, lay ministry is seen as laity’s participation in work 
traditionally assigned to priests and sisters.1584 

This is what Marciniak criticises: not just that the Church shows no interest in the ministry of the 
laity in the temporal sphere but that it focuses entirely on what lay people can do in the ecclesial 
sphere.  This, interestingly, is the area where priests and bishops feel they have superior 
competence and where, because governed by Canon Law and not secular law, it is the clergy who 
are in charge.  Cynically, it could be interpreted that clergy are happy for lay people to have a 
ministry as long as the clergy are still the ones overseeing it.  Has this really moved very far from 
Catholic Action when the role of the laity was merely ‘to participate in the Apostolate of the 
Hierarchy’? 

So we have a subtle but effective shift from what Apostolicam Actuositatem set out, to what is the 
common experience for most lay Catholics today.  From lay people having their own apostolate 
supported by the clergy, to lay people having their own apostolate un-supported by the clergy, to lay 
people having their own apostolate ignored by the clergy, to lay people getting on with their lives 

 
1583 Lumen Gentium 33 
1584 Barta, Russell ed. Challenge to the Laity. (Huntington IN: Our Sunday Visitor, 1980) 21 
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but this not seen as an apostolate by the clergy, to lay people contributing to the apostolate of the 
clergy, to lay people supplementing the apostolate of the clergy in the absence of priests, to lay 
people conducting much of the apostolate of the clergy (but without the status, title or pay). 

Marciniak sums it up as follows: 

What bedevils our pastoral theology and existing practice is the mind-set that automatically 
expects a lay person who is deeply committed to Jesus Christ to become a para-cleric in the 
Church’s civil service as a mini-priest or mini-sister.1585  

The earlier comments about the way in which other people confused Kearney’s identity – even 
calling him Fr Paddy – suggest that this para-cleric role was one that he might have inadvertently 
occupied.   

 

The lay person in Africa 

The above exploration of the role of the laity has been based on universal comments for a universal 
Church.  Finally, is there anything specific that can be said about the role of lay people in the Church 
in Africa or specifically in South Africa?   

A key difference, given the demographics of clergy and laity in Africa, is that an increase in the role 
of the laity also was likely to mean an increase in the role of Africans.  While there was a substantial 
representation of bishops from Africa at Vatican II (260 out of the initial 2,358), 200 of them were 
European missionaries who had been sent out to work in Africa.  Some of course had lived there for 
many years, and others (like +Hurley and McCann) were of European origin but had been born in 
Africa.  But this was still a mostly white episcopacy.1586 

It was especially true that the leadership of the Church in South Africa did not reflect Church 
membership.  For example, it is estimated that of the 3.15 million Catholics in South Africa in 2001, 
79% were black, 11% were ‘coloured’, <1% were ‘Indian’ and 9% were white (whether born in South 
Africa or not).1587  And yet the profile of priests and even more so the profile of bishops at that time 
was disproportionately skewed towards whites. 

Over the past 60 years, the clergy and the episcopacy of the SACBC has come increasingly to reflect 
the demographics of the flock.  In some regards, perhaps because of its schools and mission stations, 
Catholics were ahead of other denominations.  Hinchcliff comments as early as 1968: “The 
ordination [in the Roman Catholic church] of African clergy and bishops has been encouraged with 
an enthusiasm which puts the rest of South African Christendom to shame.”1588  But Isichei points 
out that despite the SACBC’s 1957 statement on Apartheid, its seminaries were not integrated till 
1979.  (She also adds that the first black Catholic bishop was appointed in 1954 whereas there was 
no black Anglican bishop till 1960).1589 

 
1585 Marciniak, “On the Condition of the Laity”, 34 
1586 Denis, Philippe. “The Historical Significance of Denis Hurley’s Contribution to the Second Vatican Council.” Vatican II: 
Keeping the Dream Alive. Denis Hurley. (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2005) 197 
1587 Hendriks H J. “Religion in South Africa; the 2001 Population Census Data”, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 
(March 2005: 121) 93 
1588 Hinchcliff, Peter. The Church in South Africa (London: SPCK, 1968) 98 
1589 Isichei, Elizabeth. A History of Christianity in Africa: from antiquity to the present (London: SPCK, 1995) 308 
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That is not to say of course that a white leadership could not represent a Church that is mostly black 
(after all, an exclusively male leadership represents a Church which is mostly female!).  But Isichei 
offers us this warning from Steve Biko who was talking about white Liberals in South Africa (which 
could have included many of the bishops and Kearney as well):  

They vacillate between two worlds, verbalising all the complaints of the blacks beautifully, 
while skilfully extracting what suits them from the exclusive pool of white privileges.1590 

A key factor for the role of the laity in the Church in Africa was that for much of this period, the 
priest (and some religious) were often among the best educated people in a local community: 
educated not just in ecclesial matters but temporal ones as well.  It was therefore not surprising that 
the priest took the main role, sometimes the exclusive role, in all Church issues.  For example, Mullin 
offers these comments from 1965, recognising the pre-eminent role of the priest but even then 
allowing space for lay involvement: 

The priest’s role in social affairs is to take the initiative in launching schemes for the 
common good and then leave them in the hands of laymen while always being ready to offer 
advice when asked.  In modern Africa, it is important that every priest have a least some 
knowledge of social development.  Certainly the spiritual apostolate comes first….1591 

Priests should know about: just wages, industrial relations, trade unions, security of labour, 
small ownership, the right of private property, co-operatives, credit unions, housing, 
agricultural methods, the need for small industries in rural areas, social amenities such as 
recreation centres.1592 

Of course, over time the laity have become better educated but that did not mean that priests 
would cede their role of authority.  So 50 years after the comment above, a Senegalese theologian 
points to the lack of leadership roles for laity as a reason for the failure to implement the Church’s 
social doctrine.   

The laity’s resistance or indifference to bishops …is legitimate because some of them are 
more competent than are the religious, they have more experience of public life.   ….It is a 
problem of democracy in the Church that we are facing today, democracy which must be 
participative and inclusive and that requires reforms.1593 

One of the challenges is to ensure that the question of the laity stays high on the agenda.  It is 
interesting to note what the themes are of a book on the post-Conciliar Church by a well-known East 
African theologian.  Magesa lists them as collegiality, inculturation, religious life, dialogue with 
African religions, leadership, sexuality, the public role of the Church, and models of governance.  
Whilst ‘laity’ might be included in a few of these, it is notable that he does not make it a specific 
named focus.1594 

 
1590 Isichei, A History of Christianity in Africa, 309 
1591 Mullin, Joseph. The Catholic Church in Modern Africa – a Pastoral Theology (London: Chapman, 1965) 37 
1592 Mullin, The Catholic Church in Modern Africa, 231 
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2014) 280 
1594 Magesa, Laurenti. The Post-Conciliar Church in Africa’ (Nairobi: CUEA, 2016).  It is unfortunate that the book makes no 
specific references to South Africa even though it was mostly completed while Magesa was travelling around South Africa 
with the author giving a speaker tour in 2016. 
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African authors also repeat the same complaint as the American authors above about the failure of 
the Church to support the laity in the temporal order.  For example, Waliggo (from Uganda) regrets 
the failure to engage with the African Christian in his own milieu.  

But ask him how he should behave as a politician, a trader, a business man, a husband, or a 
taxi driver, he will find no answer from the catechism he learnt by heart or from the 
instructions he continues to attend on Sundays and other special days.1595 

In South Africa itself the reality of engaging with the laity seems to have lagged behind the intention. 

The formulation of the Pastoral Plan took account of two priorities which were the 
establishment of social justice and lay ministries.  Between 1977 and 1989 consultations 
took place which resulted in the publication of the Pastoral Plan and its theme, “Community 
Serving Humanity”. However, it looks as if the laity is not fully knowledgeable on the 
formation of the Pastoral Plan.1596  

But outsiders have commented on what a different relationship there can be between lay people and 
clergy in South Africa.  Ian Linden who, while at the London-based Catholic Institute for International 
Relations, worked closely with +Hurley and Kearney in the 1980s recalls that the role of lay people in 
South Africa was very different from what he had experienced in the UK:   

The SACBC had an open-ness to lay analysis miles ahead of the clericalism of the British church.  
I recall sitting at a meeting in the SACBC with three coal miners discussing the miners’ struggle.  
I could not imagine that happening in England!1597   

A Belgian donor also remarked that there was a different approach in Africa.  He recalls how in Europe 
people were surprised when Mandela appointed an Archbishop (+Tutu) to head a secular body (the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission).1598  Both these comments point to a less rigid line between lay 
and clergy – at least when expertise was involved – than in the European Church.  

  

Conclusion 

Given that for 2,000 years almost nothing had been said in Ecumenical Councils about lay people, it is 
hardly surprising that what Vatican II achieved was incomplete.  There were bound to be some areas 
of confusion, contradiction and ambiguity.  And the living out of the teaching of the Council with 
regard to the laity in the almost 70 years that have since passed, was bound to make things harder 
rather than easier. 

In pointing out some of the problems with the teaching, I am not seeking to criticise so much as to 
explore the documents with a more open eye.  Archbishop Worlock, who had been a peritus at the 
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Council and then devoted much of his episcopacy, like +Hurley, to the empowerment of lay people, 
looked back on the massive task that lay ahead: 

Now, as had been pointed out during the long debates leading to Lumen Gentium, 
infallibility had been given its setting.  Peter had been placed among the apostles.  The head 
had been placed upon the shoulders.  But, on that brisk sunny December morning in Rome 
[8 Dec 1965, the closing Mass of the Council], just how much we must shoulder was not 
entirely clear.”1599 
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