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Introduction 

Since Vatican II, a Council that was concerned primarily with the nature and 
mission of the Church, ecclesiology has assumed a central position in Catholic 
theology, and the question of the laity has also come into focus in a new way in 
theological reflection.1  Indeed, in the wake of this Council lay activities have 
flourished, and efforts have been made in different parts of the world to apply and 
extend the Council’s teachings on the role of lay people in complex and varied 
situations.  This paper suggests that current theologies of the laity have likewise 
grown from an interchange between a ressourcement (“going back to the sources”) 
in the tradition and a dialogue with the contemporary.  They seek to apply conciliar 
and papal teachings to the current context while drawing on the insights of other 
interpretations of lay experience.  Therefore, a critical survey of the historical 
development of the laity question in the Church, including a review of Vatican II’s 
theology of the laity, would help in understanding the role of lay people.   This 
paper will first provide a historical overview of the status of lay people prior to 
Vatican II.  Secondly, it will summarize the main conciliar teachings on the laity and 
lay ministry.  It will conclude with a review of the changing meaning of ministry and 
lay ministry after a brief analysis of Leonard Doohan’s theological approaches to the 
question of lay people. 
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The Laity before Vatican Council II (1962-1965) 

The terms “lay” and “laity” are derived indirectly from the Greek word laos,2 
meaning “people,” and early Christian writings often used laos theou, “people of 
God,” to refer to the community of the Church.3  Originally it had a positive 
meaning with the New Testament nuance of election and consecration, and was 
often complemented by references such as “the chosen,” “the predestined,” 
“disciples,” or “the saints.”4  Clement of Rome (c. 95), in his “Letter to the 
Corinthians,” was the first to employ the Greek word laikόs, from which “laity” is 
more immediately derived, to describe the common, ordinary people in contrast to 
the officials.5  This negative usage of the term was subsequently fuelled by three 
movements in the early Christian community:  the “neo-platonism’s influence on 
several Church Fathers, the growth of monasticism and the development of the 
clerical dimension of the Church.”6  By the second century, when the Church 
emerged with a more clearly defined and organized hierarchical structure, the laity 
began to be regarded as inferior to the clergy.7  From the fourth century when 
Church structures were similar to political ones, “the subordination of laity became 
a firm part of Church life.”8  With the passing of the period of persecutions, early 
Christians, both lay and clergy, continued to witness to their faith, no longer as 
martyrs but as hermits, whose monastic lifestyle became “the model of holiness.”9 
 The laity, already considered secondary to the hierarchy, was now depicted as 
“having chosen the less perfect way”10 than the monks, and hence was relegated to 
the third place, after the clergy and the religious.11  The inferiority and passivity of 
the laity continued in subsequent centuries,12 crystallized by Gratianus de Clusio’s 
influential statement, “Duo sunt genera Christianorum” (“There are two kinds of 
Christians”)13 and eventually, the Council of Trent (1545-1563) “legitimized the 
separation between clergy and people.”14   The laity’s loss of status and dignity 
lasted until the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965).15     

 

 

 

The Laity and Lay Ministries in the Documents of Vatican II  

At Vatican II, by placing in the People of God the second chapter of Lumen Gentium 
after the first chapter on the mystery of the Church, but before the chapters on the 
hierarchy, the laity, and the religious, the Council Fathers formally initiated a 
change in the Church’s understanding of the vocation and the mission of lay people. 
 At the beginning of chapter 4 of Lumen Gentium on the laity (no. 30), the Council 
categorically emphasizes the equality of all members of the Church by declaring 
that “everything that has been said of the people of God is addressed equally to 
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laity, religious and clergy.”16 This fundamental equality,17 which precedes any 
differentiation on the basis of diversity of ministries, is based on the sacraments of 
baptism and confirmation,18 and a common participation in the priestly, prophetic, 
and kingly mission of Jesus Christ and the Church.19 The Council provides further 
clarification. First, the mission of Christ is given to the whole people of God,20 and 
“[i]n the Church there is diversity of ministry but unity of mission.”21  Apostolicam 
Actuositatem states clearly that lay people have a “special and indispensable” role 
in the Church and their mission is exclusive to them.22  Second, Lumen Gentium 
emphasizes the laity’s dignity qua baptized,23 affirming that every lay person “is at 
once the witness and the living instrument of the mission of the Church itself,” 
because “inserted as they are in the Mystical Body of Christ by baptism and 
strengthened by the power of the Holy Spirit in confirmation, it is by the Lord 
himself that they are assigned to the apostolate.”24  The laity’s mission has two 
focuses: involvement in the world and its transformation,25 and involvement in the 
Church and its growth.26  The Council moves on to teach that temporal realities are 
good in themselves, and underscored the importance of family,27 work, civic, and 
social life.28  It relates the participation of lay people in the threefold mission of 
Christ primarily to their place in the world, by affirming that the “secular character 
is proper and peculiar to the laity,” and lay people’s unique way of sharing in the 
mission of the Church is to “seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal 
affairs and directing them according to God’s will.”29  

The relationship between the laity and the hierarchy and religious was also clarified 
by Vatican II.30  According to Lumen Gentium, the common priesthood of the 
faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood “differ essentially and not only 
in degree”, but “each in its proper way shares in the one priesthood of Christ.”31 
 However, the Council does not provide “a positive theological definition of the laity, 
but rather a description of and an outline of their functions.”32 The 1983 Code of 
Canon Law,33 which was developed based on the theological insights of Vatican II,34 
gives a broader concept of lay people, defining them as the Christian faithful 
(Christifideles) who are not in holy orders.35  Therefore, canonically speaking, the 
term laity also includes the unordained religious.  In the Codex, the term “Christ’s 
faithful” includes not only the laity but also the clerics,36 who never cease to be the 
Christ’s faithful.  The Codex divides the Church into two groups:  lay and cleric. 
 Lumen Gentium, on the other hand, divides the church into three groups:  lay, 
cleric, and religious.37 

In the documents of Vatican II, the terms “minister” and “ministry” occur over two 
hundred times but only nineteen of them apply to the activity of lay people.38  A 
detailed study of these usages shows a clear progression in the Council’s 
understanding of lay ministry, initially with an ad intra focus and subsequently as 
ad extra activities of everyday Christian life.39   

The first usage occurs in the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum 
Concilium (nos. 29, 112, 122), where lay people were accepted as liturgical 
ministers and their ministry relates to the munus sanctificandi (office of 
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sanctifying).40  In the Degree on the Pastoral Office of Bishops, Christus Dominus 
(no. 33), ministry is used to refer to the laity’s participation in the diocesan curia 
sharing the munus regendi (office of governing) of the bishop.  According to the 
Declaration on Christian Education Gravissimum Educationis (e.g., no. 7), lay 
people who teach Catholic children attending non-Catholic schools are said to 
exercise a true ministry by continuing the munus docendi (office of teaching) of the 
hierarchy.  In contrast to the preceding documents, Apostolicam Actuositatem and 
Ad Gentes apply the term lay ministry to both activity within the Church—in 
fulfilment of the hierarchical munera (offices), and work carried out in the world—in 
fulfilment of the munera (tasks) of the people of God.  Gaudium et Spes, the last 
conciliar document, considers the everyday activity of human life as ministry (e.g., 
no. 38).   

  

Figure 1.  Vatican II’s Theology of the Laity:  Three Frameworks           
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Figure 1 provides a graphic summary of Vatican II’s theology of the 
laity.  Of the three frameworks proposed by the Vatican Council, the 
first two are by Lumen Gentium:  (i) The Common Priesthood of the 
Faithful and (ii) The Priestly, Prophetic and Kingly Functions, and the 
third (iii) is by Apostolicam Actuositatem, which highlights the role of 
lay people in the Church (ad intra), and their double mission in the 
world (ad extra), namely, the proclamation of the gospel (Ad Gentes) 
and the contribution to the good of all people (Gaudium et Spes).  

The positive understanding of the identity and role of lay people developed in the 
documents of Vatican II was the continuation of previous papal teachings such as 
the epochal statement made by Pope Pius XII in 1946:  “The laity are the 
Church,”41 and the culmination of preconciliar works on the subject by pioneers 
such as Yves Congar whose postconciliar writings continued to exercise a great 
influence on other theological interpreters of lay experience.42  This theological 
reflection was developed in dynamic interaction with many different schools of 
thought.  Hence, an overview of other postconciliar interpretations of the laity, like 
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the one surveyed by Leonard Doohan, will assist in situating contemporary 
theologies of the laity in a proper context.  

 

 

 

Leonard Doohan’s Theologies of the Laity  

According to Leonard Doohan, the motifs of Vatican II’s teachings are community, 
incarnation, and service.43  In light of these themes, increased emphasis has been 
given to the values of lay life and lay mission.  Doohan contends that three specific 
developments of Vatican II have arrested the downward trend in the life and role of 
the laity that began approximately from the end of the third century.  The first is 
Vatican II’s stress on the notion of Church as communion, hence encouraging co-
responsibility and collaboration of all members of the Church.  The other two 
developments are linked to the Council’s universal call to holiness, and its 
declaration on the autonomy of the temporal order coupled with the teaching that 
building a better world is part of God’s plan.44   

For Doohan, five different theologies of the laity exist, which are “often due to 
separating one of the three conciliar developments from the other two,” and each of 
these theologies of laity is implied in and depends on a particular model of the 
Church.45   

The first theological approach sees the role of the laity being dependent on the 
hierarchy and their ministry as instrumental to that of the hierarchy.  This 
theological interpretation assumes that only the hierarchy has received a mission 
and authority from Christ, and therefore, the laity would need the clergy’s 
authorization to participate in the Church’s mission.   

In Doohan’s second approach, lay people appear as an ecclesial presence to the 
world; being naturally inserted into the temporal order, they have a specific and 
exclusively proper mission.  This school of thought is based on the theological 
conviction that secular realities are good and valuable in themselves, and an 
understanding of the Church as the sacrament of the world, in the world, and at the 
service of the world.   

The third approach to lay experience, which Doohan calls a theology of world 
transformation, is related to, and implicit in, the theology of ecclesial presence. 
 The emphasis here, however, is on the exercise of lay ministries in the world; their 
role is to change the world and redeem it for the glory of God because the world is 
at the same time the context of human redemption and in need of redemption. 
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 This theology postulates that lay people are not only in the world but for the world, 
emphasizing their social responsibility and their endeavors to eliminate injustices.   

Doohan’s fourth theological approach advocates a restructuring of the Church based 
on a new understanding of the role of the laity which derives from an emphasis on 
the Church as community, on co-responsibility and collegiality, and on mission as a 
function of the entire Church.  Other signs that call for ecclesial restructuring 
include the development of basic ecclesial communities, an emphasis on the 
priesthood of the faithful, and the creation of new lay ministries to meet community 
needs.   

His fifth type of theological interpretation is the theology of self-discovery for the 
laity.  This is an exploratory approach undertaken by many lay people who engage 
in new ministries or participate in new forms of faith sharing.  Like many existing 
religious organizations and spiritual movements, these ministries are situational by 
nature, being created to respond to a specific need.  They are at times ad hoc 
initiatives but in some ways also life-styles.  Lay people discover their specific 
mission through these experiences, which often lead them to form a different view 
of their identity and role in the Church. 

Doohan believes that each of these five theologies has its inherent strengths and 
weaknesses.46  He contends that there has been a growing demand for an approach 
to the Church that can be readily understood by all laity, and thus proposes the 
model of the “Church as family.”47  Each of the five models that Doohan explicates 
above seems to be biased toward either the maximalist or the minimalist tendency. 
 The former considers all lay activities as “ministry” while the latter restricts the 
word to apostolic activities performed by the ordained, or to ecclesial functions 
sanctioned by the Church.  The following section will further investigate the various 
meanings of the terms “ministry” and “lay ministry” in contemporary theologies.  

 

 

 

The Changing Meaning of Ministry and Lay Ministry 

Since the Second Vatican Council, there has been some confusion as to the 
meaning of the words “ministry” and “lay ministry.”48  The latter term is “definitely 
a creation of the post-Vatican II church.”49  Both the Council and the 1983 Code of 
Canon Law never used the term “lay ministry,” leaving theologians and local 
Churches the task of developing their definition.  The following section provides a 
chronological survey of some representative definitions or descriptions of the terms 
“lay ministry” and “ministry” which have been proposed since the end of Vatican II 
up to the present time. 
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According to James Coriden, ministry is “the descriptive term for the whole range of 
service functions performed within the community of Christian believers, the tasks 
related to worship and sacrament as well as those which seek to satisfy the gamut 
of human needs, individual and social.”50  In December 1977 a group of Catholic 
laity and clergy issued “The Chicago Declaration of Christian Concern” arguing that 
“the involvement of lay people in many Church ministries” was leading to “a 
devaluation of the unique ministry” of lay people in the world.51  The group 
emphasizes that lay people are the Church-in-the world, and their primary ministry 
is “to transform the world of political, economic and social institutions” through 
their professional and occupational lives.52  Just over a year later, the Latin 
American bishops, continuing the thrust of the Medellín Conference,53 issued the 
Puebla document (Jan-Feb 1979), which gives a clear approval of the two key 
elements of the practice of liberation theology—the forming of basic ecclesial 
communities and the preferential but not exclusive love for the poor.  These 
prelates called on Latin American Christians to perceive “the responsibilities of their 
faith in their personal life and in their social life” through a process of 
conscientisation.54  

In 1982, members of the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of 
Churches unanimously approved the historical text Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry 
recommending that “the Church must discover the ministry which can be provided 
by women as well as that which can be provided by men.”55  Joseph Komonchak 
prefers to stress that “the whole Church is the primary minister of Christ in the 
world,” and “the various ministries are the concrete ways in which the Church … 
articulates its responsibility for its own self-realization in the world.”56  George 
Tavard reduces ministry to four functions:  “proclamation, worship, education and 
service.”57  For Thomas O’Meara, Christian ministry is “the public activity of a 
baptized follower of Jesus Christ flowing from the Spirit’s charism and an individual 
personality on behalf of a Christian community to witness to, serve and realize the 
kingdom of God.”58  This definition is based on six characteristics which, he argues, 
constitute the nature of ministry:  “Ministry is: (1) doing something; (2) for the 
advent of the kingdom; (3) in public; (4) on behalf of a Christian community; (5) 
which is a gift received in faith, baptism and ordination; and which is (6) an activity 
with its own limits and identity within a diversity of ministerial actions.”59  The 1983 
Code of Canon Law applies the term ministry to lay activities within the Church in 
just seven of its 1,752 canons,60 as “a fulfillment of the hierarchical munera only,” 
and their exercise requires ecclesiastical authorization.61  In the Codex, lay people 
can participate in common,62 public,63  and under certain conditions, jurisdictional 
ministry.64  

Writing two monographs on ministry, Edward Schillebeeckx makes a sharp 
distinction between the notion of ministry between “the beginning of the first 
millennium and the end of the second,” and proposes “a fourth ministry, alongside 
the episcopate, presbyterate and diaconate, bestowed by the community of the 
church and its leaders on pastoral workers.”65  In a pastoral letter as Archbishop of 
Chicago, Cardinal Joseph Bernardin discusses ministry from a functional and 
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relational perspective, and describes it as “a specific activity supported and 
designated by the Church, which discloses the presence of God in some way in our 
human situation and empowers us to live more fully in the mystery of God—in 
communion with God and one another.”66   

With a focus on caring for society, Robert Kinast believes that “the ultimate 
significance of the term lay ministry is not to be found in a definition,” but in the 
actual experience of the laity, hence the primary task is not so much to define the 
term as to interpret it.67  Sharon Euart expands the usage of the term ministry to 
include a “common ministry” which does not require ordination or designation, and 
includes such activities as love of neighbor, evangelization in one’s own way, and 
building up the Church according to one’s gifts.68  For the Cincinnati Archdiocesan 
Pastoral Council, ministry is “any action of Christian persons which reveals and 
furthers God’s presence in the world on behalf of the church and at the service of 
those in need.”69  Richard McBrien proposes a working definition of ministry based 
on four different levels, two being Christian in nature, and two having nothing 
intrinsically to do with religion.70  

In Christifideles Laici, the Apostolic Exhortation promulgated after the Synod on the 
Laity in 1987, John Paul II observed that there was “a too-indiscriminate use of the 
word ministry,” and stressed the difference between the ministries derived from the 
sacrament of orders and those derived from the sacraments of baptism and 
confirmation, teaching that ministries of the lay faithful find their foundation in the 
sacraments of baptism and confirmation and they should be exercised in keeping 
with the laity’s secular character.71  In 1990, John Linnan described ministry as “the 
public and ecclesially recognized roles of those who in the name of Christ serve the 
community of believers, assisting them in their efforts to become church, the Body 
of Christ, so that it can continue the work of Christ in the world.”72  Like John 
Linnan, Michael Lawler borrowed key elements of O’Meara’s definition and viewed 
ministry as “action done in public, on behalf of the church, as a result of a charism 
of service, proclaimed, made explicit and celebrated in the church in sacrament, to 
incarnate in symbol the presence of Christ and of the God whose kingdom he 
reveals.”73  

 In a monumental book published in 1993, Kenan Osborne studies the lay ministry 
question in the Catholic Church over the two millennia of Christian history, 
highlighting the importance of a “common matrix for all Christians.”74  He proposes 
three concepts to express this matrix of gospel discipleship, a foundational and 
primordial basis that is rooted in baptism, confirmation, and the Eucharist,75 and 
precedes any distinction of cleric/lay or cleric/religious/lay:  the people of God, 
Christifidelis, and priesthood of all believers.76 For John Collins, there are two types 
of ministry: “ministry as lowly diakonia” where “by baptism all Christians are called 
into ministry, which is an ongoing gift of the Spirit,” and “ministry as high diakonia” 
which is a “responsibility laid upon certain individuals within the church who feel 
called and are called by the church to proclaim the gospel in word and 
sacrament.”77 
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In a report issued in 1995, the Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales 
understands ministry “as the service based on baptism and confirmation to which 
all are called.  In this sense it overlaps with, and flows into, mission.  It is the forms 
of life and activity through which the baptized express their discipleship in the 
various areas of their life; home and family; neighborhood and wider society; 
parish and diocese.”78  Across the Atlantic Ocean, the U.S. Catholic bishops issued 
two documents to explain the vocation, mission, and ministry of the laity as four 
calls—to holiness, to community, to mission and ministry, and to Christian 
adulthood/Christian maturity.79  It is of note that in the 1980 statement the U.S. 
bishops used the term “ecclesial ministers” to describe “lay persons who have 
prepared for professional ministry in the Church.”  In the 1995 pastoral letter, they 
changed the term to “ecclesial lay ministers,” listing a broad range of their roles 
such as cantors, music directors, readers, Eucharistic ministers, altar servers, and 
activities such as teaching young people and adults, serving in peace and justice 
networks, in soup kitchens and shelters, in marriage preparation, in bereavement 
programs, and in ministry to the separated and divorced.  The bishops affirmed that 
“all these actions, when performed in the name of Jesus and enacted under the 
aegis of the Church, are forms of ministry.”80  In 1997, eight Vatican dicasteries 
jointly issued an Instruction, approved in forma specifica by Pope John Paul II, 
examining the distinction between the ministry specific to priests and the ministries 
of lay people, and giving “directives to ensure the effective collaboration of the 
nonordained faithful…while safeguarding the integrity of the pastoral ministry of 
priests.”81   

Instead of proposing a definition, Zeni Fox suggests five “namings” of ministries: 
 “ministry as sacramental/liturgical, as stewardship of the tradition, as community 
building, as prophecy and as caring for society.”82  Reflecting on the diversity of 
ministries in a postmodern Church, Meyer-Wilmes argues that ministries “represent 
the church in society” and defined them as “public functions in and by which the 
church articulates its specific understanding of itself.”83  Opting for simplicity, Paul 
Avis contends that ministry “may be best understood as any work for the church 
that is recognized by the church.”84  In a similar vein, John Ford remarks that “the 
different uses of the term ‘ministry’ reflect the multiplicity of forms that ministry 
has taken in the twenty centuries of Christianity,” and “underlying the variety in 
usage of the term, the reality represents a fundamental aspect of Christian belief 
and life:  ministry is service for others in imitation of Christ.”85  

To conclude our survey of the representative descriptions of the terms “ministry” 
and “lay ministry,” which often overlap in significant ways, it is fitting to make a 
distinction between ministry and mission:  “the latter pertains to the essence of the 
Church, the former is one of the Church’s activities, though indispensable for 
mission.”86 In this sense, ministry could be seen as “a mission within a mission.”87 
 Ministry also tends to be ad intra, an involvement in the Church and its growth 
while mission is primarily ad extra, an involvement in the world and its 
transformation.88  
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Conclusion 

This paper has reviewed the question of the laity in history with an emphasis on 
theological developments after the Second Vatican Council.  It examines in 
particular Leonard Doohan’s theological interpretations of lay experience, and the 
changing meaning of lay ministry.  Two conclusions can be drawn from this 
historical survey.  The first is the realization that there was a definitive change in 
perspective, initiated by Vatican II, whereby lay people are no longer considered to 
be passive objects of the ministrations of the clergy, but active agents who 
participate in their own right in the threefold mission of Christ and the Church. 
  The second is the recognition of the existence of a multiplicity of lay ministries in 
the Church.  This ever expanding phenomenon necessitates ongoing theological 
investigations, which in turn will help to clarify the meaning and scope of lay life 
and lay mission in the Church and in the world.  
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