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Laity and the Nature of the Church
As Secular Franciscans, I think we all agree that we have been called to the vocation of Secular Franciscans, but do we really understand the    implication of what that means and what  the Church requires of  us.  
How are we different from the rest of the laity in our vocation, or are we different?  What exactly is our role in the Church as laity?  CLICK
The Catholic Church is the fulfillment of the covenant made by God to the people of Israel.  The promises made to them were fulfilled by Jesus through his universal act of redemption.  With that action, Jesus opens up the opportunity for all people to become the People of God (as referred in the Vatican Documents). CLICK
The nature and mission of the Church  then as instituted by Christ is  to evangelize the earth and share the Good News, the Gospel with all people. To share God’s love and Jesus’ identity and mission. All are called  to share in the mission but CLICK the people of God that are the Church have a special vocation, a call not just to personal holiness but to join the nature and mission of the Church. (Lumen Gentium 48) )Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity #2) CLICK
This identity and mission then is given to the baptized.  They take  on the identity and mission or apostolate of Jesus to the world. CLICK
Apostolate comes from the word Apostle – means one who is sent.

Any action that leads to the Church’s mission of salvation.  It is derived from the Christian vocation.  CLICK The Christian vocation is, of its nature a vocation to the apostolate as well. In the organism of a living body no member plays a purely passive part, sharing in the life of the body it shares at the same time in its activity. CLICK . The same is true for the Body of Christ, the Church: "the whole Body achieves full growth in dependence on the full functioning of each part" (Eph. 4:16). Between the members of this body there exists, further, such a unity and solidarity (cf. Eph. 4:16) that a member who does not work at the growth of the body to the extent of his possibilities must be considered useless both to the Church and himself. CLICK
The New Testaments clearly shows that the very beginning the Church was “spontaneous and fruitful”  for example. CLICK
Acts 11: 19-21 after Stephen’s persecution when the need to speak to the Greeks arise men of Cyprus and Cyrene spoke to them “And  the hand of the Lord was with them …a great number that believed  turned to the Lord” CLICK
Acts 8:26  “Apollos began to speak boldly in the synagogue. Priscilla and Aquila heard him took him and taught him the way of God more accurately” CLICK
And of Course we have the example of Our Blessed Mother CLICK
LAITY

Mirriam Webster defines the laity:

1 : the people of a religious faith as distinguished from its clergy
2 : the mass of the people as distinguished from those of a particular profession or those specially skilled. CLICK
Although it was present in the early church, In past centuries it appears as if the laity had no mission, as if  The Lord only assigned the mission to evangelize to the apostles and their successors and that they were the only ones specifically called, anointed and sent.   CLICK
 Perhaps some of you have you ever heard it said that  our  job as the laity is to  “Pray, pay, and obey.” CLICK 

  Do you agree with it?  The Church doesn’t, at least not any more?  CLICK The authoritative documents  of Vatican II reflects a new image of Church and entrusts to the laity a specific duty in bringing forth the mission of the church. CLICK 
In 1927 for example,  Pope Pius XI  gave the term its classical definition as “the participation of the laity in the apostolate of the hierarchy.”  This meant that we should assist the hierarchy in their apostolate. CLICK
However, The Constitution of the Church devoted a whole section  (Chapter 4) to the new role of the laity.  The ideas of this chapter were later developed in the Vatican II’s Decree  on the Laity CLICK and in Pope John Paul II’s letter of 1989 Christifidelis Laici. CLICK
The definition of  laity from Vatican II.    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. (LG 31) CLICK
Laity comprises all the faithful who by baptism are incorporated into Christ.  On this level everything is addressed equally to laity, religious and clergy – the basis of this equality is the Sacrament of Baptism. CLICK
Through Baptism the laity shares in the priestly, prophetic and kingly office of Christ in a particular and original  way which is the secular way.  CLICK
Priestly offering one’s concrete daily life to the Father in the same spirit that animated Jesus to offer himself.    All our deeds, our apostolic works, prayers work, family life becomes a spiritual sacrifice to God if they are carried out in the Spirit.  And if we act the right way in all life situations leads the work to its fulfillment to God. CLICK
Prophet- When we witness to our own faith experience proclaiming in our own lives what God has done for us The laity are a sign of faith and hope when we can see in the midst of a suffering world when the presence of God is evident in our  own patient waiting for the glory to come. CLICK
We are witnesses to the faith which has been handed out down to us understanding its doctrines and actualizing it in our life and world.  CLICK 
This serious duty involves the need to be prepared in teaching and knowledge.  As in the example of Priscilla and Aquila in Acts. CLICK
King- the royal function is properly exercised by lay people who have the freedom.  Christ’s greatest strength was in pouring  himself out in love. (to serve is to reign (LG36).  CLICK When we choose to say yes everyday and when we  recognize God in all of His creation and that we are stewards. CLICK
The call is strengthened and affirmed through the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the Sacrament of Confirmation and nurtured through the Eucharist and other sacraments of the Church, so that we can be Christ to all we encounter.  Fully initiated the laity has the foundation of a Christian life and ministry, who are the Church the People of God responding to the call to holiness .   CLICK
I imagine most lay Catholics including Secular Franciscans) tend to see the “world” as the chief source of temptation and potential downfall in our lives. Perhaps the world has some redeeming qualities to be, but  should  not be my primary means to grow in holiness?  Right? CLICK Wrong. Both Constitution on the Church and The Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity … stress that there is a special vocation for  the laity.  The lay person whether married or single is not only in the world and for the world but of the world. " CLICK
LAY/SECULAR SPIRITUALITY

The “world” [is} the place and the means for the lay faithful to fulfill their Christian vocation. (Decree on the Laity 36) CLICK
While the vocation of the layperson is the same as other members of the Body of Christ-a call to grow in holiness, whether they belong to the hierarchy or not, where do we grow in holiness? In the world! CLICK
 By what means do I grow in holiness? Through participation in the world! CLICK
Our spirituality comes from and through Christ. But lay spirituality takes its particular secular character from the circumstances of one’s state in life CLICK married family life, celibacy widowhood, from one’s talent, of health and one’s professional and social activity. CLICK 
The word secular  means the world (temporal as distinguished from spiritual or ecclesiastical.. A lay person as opposed to a cleric. CLICK
This is a different meaning from the word secularism – teaching that the foundation of morality, duty and religion is to be sought in nature alone without the influence of church. CLICK   
  Or Secularization –act of permanently separating religious from the church or forcible action of a civil order depriving a religious institution of possessions and use of their property. Withdrawing schools, hospitals etc. CLICK
The Vatican documents and the post documents are important because they authoritatively empower us by giving us freedom, responsibility and opportunity. 
CLICK
Freedom to answer the universal call to holiness as diverse and unique as a fundamental characteristic of the laity.  
And the freedom to pursue our own apostolic works as we believe they should be carried on. CLICK
Of course freedom must be balanced with a sense of responsibility and that means that we must always be respectful of the Church authority and whatever is done, it is done with the consent and in harmony with the hierarchy.  We must be “suitably and well prepared”.  Hierarchy is also expected to help us. CLICK
However, we can seize opportunities that the faithful recognize in the world in which we live. CLICK
  The church tells us that our charism from the Lord of bringing the message of Christ to people and in situations that are either closed to the clergy or where the clergy and religious are not equipped to proclaim the Good news of Salvation.  That we are competent in these areas and are the experts in this way of life. CLICK
What is a Charism . CLICK Charism is a general term that indicate a personal gift of the Spirit used for the good of the Church.  . CLICK When a charism is approved by the Pope the respective charism  is said to participate in the official mission of the Church to make Christ present in the world. . CLICK
As seculars, we have our own vocation, living in the midst of the world, engaged in various duties and works of the world, it is our duty to enlighten and to direct all temporal realities to which we are closely united, in such a way that they may work and prosper constantly according to Christ and his Church. . CLICK
As  secular,  we will know how, to take our share of responsibility, in the spirit of the Gospel.  The Decree states that the Church can never be without the lay apostolate. CLICK
We live in the midst of the world and can make it holy by the way we handle our  everyday life in places  where we can truly make a difference and bring Christ to people and places  that may otherwise never be exposed to the spirit of the Gospel. CLICK
In all walks and places of life that a lay person can only go as the Spirit sends them, they are to share the Christian message so that the church can become the “salt of the earth”. CLICK
In fact, It is as laity and from the laity that even the Religious and clergy discover, learn about  and accept their specific and unique vocation. CLICK  It is from the laity and for the service to God for the laity that they are called.  It is here that the seed and nurturing of their vocation happens.  CLICK
In the good and bad of life’s daily trials  that surrounds them they are to discover the light of Christ and the truth so that they may be ready to help others along the way and in so doing become signs of hope to the world. CLICK
Franciscan Spirituality 

Constitution on the Church emphasizes that there are various religious families within the Church all the work of the Holy Spirit.  These refer to the different spiritualities(Charisms)  (Dominicians, Benedictines, Franciscans etc. that are at work in  the Church .   CLICK “They receive well proven teaching on seeking after perfection.  They are bound together in brotherly communion in the army of Christ” LG43.   CLICK.  These are very important because they add different flavors to the path to holiness and assist people in choosing the best way that they can best use their gifts. .   CLICK  An example might be the same  song can be  sung in so many different ways that it can sound like a brand new song.  CLICK 
These charisms are similar.  Benedictines – monastic lifestyle will appeal to someone who love stability and liturgical prayer. CLICK    Lay Spirituality then is our  vocation but Franciscan is the flavor we wish to add to that lay spirituality.  CLICK Francis’ desire to live out the gospel life; the crib(incarnational) and the cross (giving oneself totally); fraternity_ seeing all of creation as family, charism not given to one person b CLICK but a group of brothers and sisters gathering as community to share  
The Rule of 1978  and our Constitutions were revised in light of the documents of  Vatican II and the development of   secular spirituality since then. CLICK Even our name was changed to the Secular Franciscans  so that we not forget that we get our call and our identity from Christ himself. CLICK So that  we are at the “front lines” in and of the world can impact our world the same way Francis and his followers impacted theirs. CLICK
St. Francis of Assisi turned the world of his own day upside down, gently but firmly, when he wrote in his Rule that anybody who follows him could not carry weapons of any kind. CLICK As a result the constant wars between cities and city-states came to an end, and at long last people realized that they were not enemies but sisters and brothers in the Lord. Instead of using their energies for war, they channeled their efforts into peace, concentrating on performing the Corporal Works of Mercy. CLICK
Our own times requires no less enthusiasm.  Our witness and our action, joined with that of other men and women,  in different sectors toward the realization of the plan of God for the world is essential.  CLICK Our world shares many of the same challenges of Francis’ time, except we are living our globally. CLICK Yet, it is in our family that we will live the Franciscan spirit, striving to make it a sign of the world already renewed in Christ. We will make our work a participation in the  care of creation, and in service to the whole human community. CLICK
The secular character of our way of life is fully developed in our rule and Constitution. Going -from the Gospel to life and from life to the Gospel-" ( Rule, 4) is a lay Christian, following the spirituality of St. Francis of Assisi. CLICK This person is, undivided, in the Church "and" in the world.  You don’t have to leave the world to live the Gospel CLICK
The Constitutions indicate the same reality by affirming that "-the Secular Franciscans, by vocation, live an inseparable reality their belonging to the Church and to society-" (Const. 20). CLICK
Article 3,1 says: "-The secular state characterizes the spirituality and the apostolic life of those belonging to the SFO-". CLICK
The expression repeats the teaching of the Council in Lumen Gentium: "-The secular state is proper and peculiar to the laity” (LG 31). CLICK
Article 3,2 states that secularity for SFO lay members expresses itself by "-contributing to building up the Kingdom of God by their presence in their life-situations and in their temporal activities-", - CLICK
By vocation, lay people properly search the Kingdom of God by caring for temporal realities and ordering them according to God's will-" (LG31). CLICK 
Right now, the most important for me personally is  to understand my “secular spirituality.” Understanding and feeling affirmed about  secular spirituality.  CLICK To remember that just as a priest consecrates bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ I have been called by Christ to sanctify the world unto God.  CLICK I believe this holds the key to helping us fully live out the Secular Franciscan way of life intended by the Rule. CLICK
It is the key to living the kind of committed Christian life that the Church is imploring us to embrace as post-Vatican II lay Catholics. CLICK This is a critical area of conversion we all have to explore because without it we lose the fundamental aspect of our identity.  CLICK
I believe that the Secular Franciscan Order is an important response and puts us as “on the front lines” ..  CLICK 
It is a perfect model  for living truly the vocation of the laity as the mind of the Church is reflected in our Rule and Constitutions.  We simply have to believe it and live it. CLICK
Today, after the Second Vatican Council and through the force of the Rule of 1978, which has restored to the Order its autonomy, its unity and its secular nature, the SFO is changing its past orientations and is becoming more conscious of its secular dimension. CLICK
As Secular Franciscans, we are called: 

· - to render witness that the sacred is strongly present in the world; 

· - to live a life in the world in which one can hear the canticle of Saint Francis; 

- to introduce the Gospel of Christ in all aspects of modern life. CLICK
· At a time when new questions are being put and when grave errors aiming at undermining religion, the moral order and human society itself are rampant, the Council and our Rule  earnestly exhort us to take a more active part, each according to his talents and knowledge and in fidelity to the mind of the Church, in the explanation and defense of Christian principles and in the correct application of them to the problems of our times. 
 We are called to witness - with our faith, our example and our actions - the mystery of Christ's incarnation in our own body and in our activities lived in the day to day situations of our life.   CLICK 

Prayer of  Blessed John Henry Newman.
Questions

What did you hear today that has helped you understand and appreciate your identity as a lay person?
What does lay spirituality look like in your home?   your  parish?  Your fraternity?   
What difference does being  Franciscan add to your vocation and apostolate?
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