
The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church – Lumen Gentium – has a full chapter on the Laity and their 
role.  The laity is contained in Chapter IV, and discusses the role of the laity within the body of the church.  
Below are excerpts that are pertinent to our discussion. 
 
30. Everything that has been said above concerning the People of God is intended for the laity, religious and 
clergy alike. But there are certain things which pertain in a special way to the laity, both men and women, by 
reason of their condition and mission. 
 
For their pastors know how much the laity contribute to the welfare of the entire Church. They also know that 
they were not ordained by Christ to take upon themselves alone the entire salvific mission of the Church 
toward the world. On the contrary they understand that it is their noble duty to shepherd the faithful and to 
recognize their ministries and charisms, so that all according to their proper roles may cooperate in this 
common undertaking with one mind. 
 
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. 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. 
 
But 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. In this way they 
may make Christ known to others, especially by the testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity. 
Therefore, since they are tightly bound up in all types of temporal affairs it is their special task to order and to 
throw light upon these affairs in such a way that they may come into being and then continually increase 
according to Christ to the praise of the Creator and the Redeemer. 
 
32. By divine institution Holy Church is ordered and governed with a wonderful diversity. "For just as in one 
body we have many members, yet all the members have not the same function, so we, the many, are one 
body in Christ, but severally members one of another". 
 
And if by the will of Christ some are made teachers, pastors and dispensers of mysteries on behalf of others, 
yet all share a true equality with regard to the dignity and to the activity common to all the faithful for the 
building up of the Body of Christ. 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. 
 
St. Augustine puts this very beautifully when he says: "What I am for you terrifies me; what I am with you 
consoles me. For you I am a bishop; but with you I am a Christian. The former is a duty; the latter a grace. 
The former is a danger; the latter, salvation." 
 
33. The laity are gathered together in the People of God and make up the Body of Christ under one head. 
Whoever they are they are called upon, as living members, to expend all their energy for the growth of the 
Church and its continuous sanctification, since this very energy is a gift of the Creator and a blessing of the 
Redeemer. 
 
The lay apostolate, however, is a participation in the salvific mission of the Church itself. Through their 
baptism and confirmation all are commissioned to that apostolate by the Lord Himself. Moreover, by the 
sacraments, especially holy Eucharist, that charity toward God and man which is the soul of the apostolate is 



communicated and nourished. 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. 
Thus every layman, in virtue of the very gifts bestowed upon him, is at the same time a witness and a living 
instrument of the mission of the Church itself "according to the measure of Christ's bestowal."(Eph 4:7) 
 
Besides this apostolate which certainly pertains to all Christians, the laity can also be called in various ways to 
a more direct form of cooperation in the apostolate of the Hierarchy. This was the way certain men and 
women assisted Paul the Apostle in the Gospel, laboring much in the Lord. 
 
Upon all the laity, therefore, rests the noble duty of working to extend the divine plan of salvation to all men 
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. 
 
34. The supreme and eternal Priest, Christ Jesus, since he wills to continue his witness and service also 
through the laity, vivifies them in this Spirit and increasingly urges them on to every good and perfect work. 
 
35. Christ, the great Prophet, who proclaimed the Kingdom of His Father both by the testimony of His life and 
the power of His words, continually fulfills His prophetic office until the complete manifestation of glory. He 
does this not only through the hierarchy who teach in His name and with His authority, but also through the 
laity whom He made His witnesses and to whom He gave understanding of the faith (sensu fidei) and an 
attractiveness in speech so that the power of the Gospel might shine forth in their daily social and family life. 
 
Consequently, even when preoccupied with temporal cares, the laity can and must perform a work of great 
value for the evangelization of the world. For even if some of them have to fulfill their religious duties on their 
own, when there are no sacred ministers or in times of persecution; and even if many of them devote all their 
energies to apostolic work; still it remains for each one of them to cooperate in the external spread and the 
dynamic growth of the Kingdom of Christ in the world. Therefore, let the laity devotedly strive to acquire a 
more profound grasp of revealed truth, and let them insistently beg of God the gift of wisdom. 
 
36. But the Lord wishes to spread His kingdom also by means of the laity, namely, a kingdom of truth and life, 
a kingdom of holiness and grace, a kingdom of justice, love and peace. 
 
37. The laity have the right, as do all Christians, to receive in abundance from their spiritual shepherds the 
spiritual goods of the Church, especially the assistance of the word of God and of the sacraments. 
 
They are, by reason of the knowledge, competence or outstanding ability which they may enjoy, permitted 
and sometimes even obliged to express their opinion on those things which concern the good of the Church. 
When occasions arise, let this be done through the organs erected by the Church for this purpose. Let it 
always be done in truth, in courage and in prudence, with reverence and charity toward those who by reason 
of their sacred office represent the person of Christ. 
 
The laity should, as all Christians, promptly accept in Christian obedience decisions of their spiritual shepherds, 
since they are representatives of Christ as well as teachers and rulers in the Church. Let them follow the 
example of Christ, who by His obedience even unto death, opened to all men the blessed way of the liberty of 
the children of God. Nor should they omit to pray for those placed over them, for they keep watch as having 
to render an account of their souls, so that they may do this with joy and not with grief. 
 
Let the spiritual shepherds recognize and promote the dignity as well as the responsibility of the laity in the 
Church. Let them willingly employ their prudent advice. Let them confidently assign duties to them in the 
service of the Church, allowing them freedom and room for action. Further, let them encourage lay people so 
that they may undertake tasks on their own initiative. Attentively in Christ, let them consider with fatherly love 
the projects, suggestions and desires proposed by the laity. However, let the shepherds respectfully 
acknowledge that just freedom which belongs to everyone in this earthly city. 
 



 
 
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World - Gaudium et Spesalso contains a call for 
the laity.  The following are excerpts taken from the subtitle “What the Church Offers to Human Activity 
Through its Members.” 
 
43. Secular duties and activities belong properly although not exclusively to laymen.  
 
Laymen should also know that it is generally the function of their well-formed Christian conscience to see that 
the divine law is inscribed in the life of the earthly city; from priests they may look for spiritual light and 
nourishment. Let the layman not imagine that his pastors are always such experts, that to every problem 
which arises, however complicated, they can readily give him a concrete solution, or even that such is their 
mission. Rather, enlightened by Christian wisdom and giving close attention to the teaching authority of the 
Church, let the layman take on his own distinctive role. 
 
Since they have an active role to play in the whole life of the Church, laymen are not only bound to penetrate 
the world with a Christian spirit, but are also called to be witnesses to Christ in all things in the midst of human 
society. 
 
Bishops, to whom is assigned the task of ruling the Church of God, should, together with their priests, so 
preach the news of Christ that all the earthly activities of the faithful will be bathed in the light of the Gospel. 
All pastors should remember too that by their daily conduct and concern they are revealing the face of the 
Church to the world, and men will judge the power and truth of the Christian message thereby. By their lives 
and speech, in union with Religious and their faithful, may they demonstrate that even now the Church by her 
presence alone and by all the gifts which she contains, is an unspent fountain of those virtues which the 
modern world needs the most. 
 
Although by the power of the Holy Spirit the Church will remain the faithful spouse of her Lord and will never 
cease to be the sign of salvation on earth, still she is very well aware that among her members, both clerical 
and lay, some have been unfaithful to the Spirit of God during the course of many centuries; in the present 
age, too, it does not escape the Church how great a distance lies between the message she offers and the 
human failings of those to whom the Gospel is entrusted. Whatever be the judgement of history on these 
defects, we ought to be conscious of them, and struggle against them energetically, lest they inflict harm on 
spread of the Gospel. The Church also realizes that in working out her relationship with the world she always 
has great need of the ripening which comes with the experience of the centuries. Led by the Holy Spirit, 
Mother Church unceasingly exhorts her sons "to purify and renew themselves so that the sign of Christ can 
shine more brightly on the face of the Church." 
 
Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests - Presbyterorumordinis, also contains exhortation on 
relationship with the laity. 
 
9.  Priests, therefore, must take the lead in seeking the things of Jesus Christ, not the things that are their 
own. They must work together with the lay faithful, and conduct themselves in their midst after the example 
of their Master, who among men "came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life as 
redemption for many" (Mt 20:28). Priests must sincerely acknowledge and promote the dignity of the laity and 
the part proper to them in the mission of the Church. And they should hold in high honor that just freedom 
which is due to everyone in the earthly city. They must willingly listen to the laity, consider their wants in a 
fraternal spirit, recognize their experience and competence in the different areas of human activity, so that 
together with them they will be able to recognize the signs of the times. While trying the spirits to see if they 
be of God, priests should uncover with a sense of faith, acknowledge with joy and foster with diligence the 
various humble and exalted charisms of the laity. Among the other gifts of God, which are found in abundance 
among the laity, those are worthy of special mention by which not a few of the laity are attracted to a higher 
spiritual life. Likewise, they should confidently entrust to the laity duties in the service of the Church, allowing 



them freedom and room for action; in fact, they should invite them on suitable occasions to undertake worlds 
on their own initiative. 
 
 
Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People – Apostolicamactuositatem, is a specific section on the laity 
and their role in the Church.   

1. To intensify the apostolic activity of the people of God, the most holy synod earnestly addresses itself to the 
laity, whose proper and indispensable role in the mission of the Church has already been dealt with in other 
documents. The apostolate of the laity derives from their Christian vocation and the Church can never be 
without it. Sacred Scripture clearly shows how spontaneous and fruitful such activity was at the very beginning 
of the Church (cf. Acts 11:19-21; 18:26; Rom. 16:1-16; Phil. 4:3). 

Our own times require of the laity no less zeal: in fact, modern conditions demand that their apostolate be 
broadened and intensified.  

2.  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. 
 
10. As sharers in the role of Christ as priest, prophet, and king, the laity have their work cut out for them in 
the life and activity of the Church. Their activity is so necessary within the Church communities that without it 
the apostolate of the pastors is often unable to achieve its full effectiveness. In the manner of the men and 
women who helped Paul in spreading the Gospel (cf. Acts 18:18, 26; Rom. 16:3) the laity with the right 
apostolic attitude supply what is lacking to their brethren and refresh the spirit of pastors and of the rest of 
the faithful (cf. 1 Cor. 16:17-18). Strengthened by active participation in the liturgical life of their community, 
they are eager to do their share of the apostolic works of that community. They bring to the Church people 
who perhaps are far removed from it, earnestly cooperate in presenting the word of God especially by means 
of catechetical instruction, and offer their special skills to make the care of souls and the administration of the 
temporalities of the Church more efficient and effective. 
 
The laity should accustom themselves to working in the parish in union with their priests, bringing to the 
Church community their own and the world's problems as well as questions concerning human salvation, all of 
which they should examine and resolve by deliberating in common. As far as possible the laity ought to 
provide helpful collaboration for every apostolic and missionary undertaking sponsored by their local parish. 
 
18. The faithful are called to engage in the apostolate as individuals in the varying circumstances of their life. 
They should remember, nevertheless, that man is naturally social and that it has pleased God to unite those 
who believe in Christ into the people of God (cf. 1 Peter 2:5-10) and into one body (cf. 1 Cor. 12:12). The 
group apostolate of Christian believers then happily corresponds to a human and Christian need and at the 
same time signifies the communion and unity of the Church in Christ, who said, "Where two or three are 
gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them" (Matt. 18:20). 
 
In the present circumstances, it is quite necessary that, in the area of lay activity, the united and organized 
form of the apostolate be strengthened. In fact, only the pooling of resources is capable of fully achieving all 
the aims of the modern apostolate and firmly protecting its interests. Here it is important that the apostolate 
encompass even the common attitudes and social conditions of those for whom it is designed. Otherwise those 
engaged in the apostolate are often unable to bear up under the pressure of public opinion or of social 
institutions. 
Relationships within the Hierarchy 
 



24. The hierarchy should promote the apostolate of the laity, provide it with spiritual principles and support, 
direct the conduct of this apostolate to the common good of the Church, and attend to the preservation of 
doctrine and order. 
 
No project, however, may claim the name "Catholic" unless it has obtained the consent of the lawful Church 
authority. 
 
Thus, making various dispositions of the apostolate according to circumstances, the hierarchy joins some 
particular form of it more closely with its own apostolic function. Yet the proper nature and distinctiveness of 
each apostolate must be preserved, and the laity must not be deprived of the possibility of acting on their own 
accord. In various Church documents this procedure of the hierarchy is called a mandate. 
 
25. Bishops, pastors of parishes, and other priests of both branches of the clergy should keep in mind that the 
right and duty to exercise this apostolate is common to all the faithful, both clergy and laity, and that the laity 
also have their own roles in building up the Church. For this reason they should work fraternally with the laity 
in and for the Church and take special care of the lay persons in these apostolic works. 
 
33. The most holy council, then, earnestly entreats all the laity in the Lord to answer gladly, nobly, and 
promptly the more urgent invitation of Christ in this hour and the impulse of the Holy Spirit. Younger persons 
should feel that this call has been directed to them especially and they should respond to it eagerly and 
generously. Through this holy synod, the Lord renews His invitation to all the laity to come closer to Him every 
day, recognizing that what is His is also their own (Phil. 2:5), to associate themselves with Him in His saving 
mission. Once again, He sends them into every town and place where He will come (cf. Luke 10:1) so that 
they may show that they are co-workers in the various forms and modes of the one apostolate of the Church, 
which must be constantly adapted to the new needs of our times. Ever productive as they should be in the 
work of the Lord, they know that their labor in Him is not in vain (cf. 1 Cor. 15:58). 
 
 
 
 
 


