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The Apostolate of the Laity

r I VHE apostolate of the laity is as old as the Church. From the
beginning of Christianity the faithful have done their share
in spreading the gospel and expanding the kingdom of

Christ. It has been so all along the history of the Church, in
varying degrees. It may well be that, after the beginnings of the
clericalization of the Church’s apostolate in the Middle Ages,
the Counter-Reformation has been the occasion to emphasize and
speed up that trend. In reaction to the Reformers’ overstressing
of the universal priesthood of the faithful to the detriment of the
ministerial priesthood it emphasized the apostolate of priests and
so lessened that of the laity. Yet, it is mainly after the harmful
results of this neglect of the lay apostolate became apparent in the
laicization of society and the apostacy of the masses, that the Church
woke up fully to the need of the apostolate of the laity.

The Popes of the twentieth century have been leaders in the
re-awakening of the laity to their right and duty of sharing in the
apostolate of the Church. It may suffice to mention the names of
Pius XI, the Pope of Catholic Action, and Pius XII, the Pope of the
world congresses of the lay apostolate. They both campained
unceasingly to enlist the laity in the Church’s apostolate; but
as is well known, a shift in concept or in emphasis is apparent:
Pius XI sought uniformity in the organized participation of the laity
in the apostolate of the hierarchy, named Catholic Action; Pius XII
initiated a trend towards pluralism in the lay apostolate,! a trend
which was to be sanctioned by the Second Vatican Council. Pope
John XXIII himself had planned, from his first encyclical Ad Petr:
Cathedram (June 29, 1959), to come back on the question of
“Catholic actionists and lay apostles”, “the indispensable helpers
of priests and religious, who can penetrate where the clergy cannot™
(cf. C.M. 1959, 272). One generally expected an encyclical on the

1. Readers of the C.M. may test this shift by just comparing the 10
year indices of the C.M. of 1947 and 1957, at the entries Catholic Action,
and Lay Apostolate. In the first of these, C.A. is the main entry, in the
second it is Lay Apostolate, with a sub-section for C.A,
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corrections demanded by the modi, the vote on the whole of the schema, on
November 10, approved the text by 2,201 yes against 2 no (5 null votes).
At the public session, November 18, it was approved before promulgation
by 2,305 votes against 2.

The Council decree on the apostolate of the laity was demanded
in a way as the practical complement and application of what was
taught on the laity in the dogmatic constitution on the Church.
The new teaching on the People of God and the place and function of
the laity in the Church naturally raised the question of their
active participation in the apostolate of the Church. The question
had been illustrated in a concrete manner by the presence and
participation of the lay ‘auditores’ (2nd to 4th sessions) and
‘auditrices” (3rd and 4th sessions), and by the active collaboration of
some of the laity in the work of the commissions, particularly
in connexion with this decree and with the pastoral constitution
on the Church and the world today. Perhaps its newness and
decisive meaning for the shaping of the renewed Church may fail to
strike us.  Further developments, in particular what the revision of
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