Mutual relations between Religious and Laity
Víctor Codina
In 1978 Paul VI wrote the document Mutuae relationes concerning relations between bishops and religious.
 Today we recognize the need to broaden the issue and discuss mutual relations between the Religious Life and all members of the Church, including the laity. That is No. 34 of the 94 items that the Synod on the Consecrated Life proposed to Pope John Paul II.

Why this change in attitude?

We understand the expression Laity to mean baptized Christians who are not members of the Religious Life and have not received Holy Orders (Lumen Gentium 31). Lay men and women are conscious of their baptismal vocation and play an active and responsible role in the mission of the Church. (Christifideles Laici 3)
Specifically, when it comes to the Religious Life, the Laity is not interested in becoming yoked together or wanting to take advantage of a situation (a lack of priests, a need for collaboration...).  Nor are their concerns marginal and secondary ones but essential to the life of the Church.

For that very reason, this topic is linked to the concept of the Church and contrasting ecclesiological models.

A bit of history 
a) The early Church
In the New Testament and the early Church there was no mention of Laity, Clergy and Religious Life. Instead, people spoke of the community of the baptized, the brethren, the saints and chosen ones, followers of the Way. They began calling themselves Christians, the People of God, the Body of Christ and Temples of the Holy Spirit.  
The communitarian aspect of the Church took center stage. The entire community participated in the life of the Church. The entire Church was missionary. The entire Church confronted a pagan and hostile world, the Roman Empire, the Dragon of the Apocalypse. The entire Church suffered martyrdom, carried forward the Apostolic Tradition, embraced and assimilated Scripture, prayed, was in solidarity with the poor, took an active role in Synods and Councils and in electing its ministers. The entire Church deepened its life of faith, was involved in seeking converts and reconciling penitents. The entire Church served and ministered.

Undoubtedly not only did this communitarian dimension of the Church not deny the diversity of the Spirit’s charisms and ministries within the same Body (1 Cor 12), it embraced them: the apostolic ministry (everlasting through the pastoral office of bishops and priests), teachers, prophets, evangelists, brilliant leaders, catechists, Christian families, widows, virgins and ascetics, (who paved the way for Religious Life), and the ministries of healing, exhorting, exorcizing, consoling...

b) The Church of Christianity
Given the world that came into being with Constantine and Medieval Christianity, with virtually everyone baptized and tension between the Church and the world a thing of the past, distinctions within the Church became sharper. The apostolic ministry took on a structure all its own. The Clergy, their sacramental ministry making them mediators between God and people, positioned themselves as authorities over the community, monopolizing the remaining charisms, imposing celibacy on the Western Church, marginalizing the community when electing its ministers, thus reducing Lay people to the status of functionaries, dependent on the institutional Church,
 even in terms of their economic well-being. 

Obviously in these circumstances the Laity (a term that came to signify the precise opposite of Clergymen) were cast aside and became passive. The Church identified itself as being hierarchical and clerical. Being Lay people came to mean being uneducated and lacking refinement. Later on, when they sought to address this imbalance, Lay men and women would be labeled anticlerical.

We had gone from a communitarian vision of the Church to a hierarchical one, absent the Spirit: God – Christ – the Apostles – Peter – the Pope, bishops and priests – the Laity.  
This vision would remain in place through the beginning of the 20th Century. In Vehementer, in 1906, Pius X tells us that the Church is a society based on inequality, in which some individuals have a vocation to direct and instruct while others, to obey and learn. 
This is the context in which monasticism, the first form of the Religious Life, arose in the desert, as an eschatological prophecy and critical response to a Church set in its clerical ways and marching in lock step with the Empire. The monastic way of life originated with the laity, not the priesthood, and it wasn’t apostolic in the modern sense. Its greatest enemies were bishops and women (Cassian) because they persuaded monks to take on pastoral responsibilities.

Later in the West apostolic forms of Religious Life arose, in remote places (XI-XII Century), closer to towns (XVI), providing society with sorely needed apostolic care and service (XIX-XX).

In this context, even though initially the Religious Life featured a prophetic dimension critical of the Church’s hierarchical structure, it was gradually assimilated into it.
· Priesthood was introduced into the Religious Life (Clerical Religious Orders). As the Religious Life took on clerical and parochial overtones, many saw members of the Lay Religious Life (men and women) as having second-class status.
· By emphasizing the Evangelical Counsels, the Religious Life came to be seen as a state of perfection, (together with the Episcopate), leaving to the Laity to observe the Commandments. 
· Religious Life throughout the Church acquired great influence and became a powerful apostolic institution responsible for evangelizing peoples, dispensing health care, providing education, and advancing the cause of social progress and the fields of theology and spirituality: The Church came to count on Religious to serve with distinction on the front lines in evangelization.

Men and women Religious saw Lay People as the “object” of their attention. Considered as minors, The Laity existed as a group in its own right, in splendid isolation from both the clerical and the lay forms of the Religious Life.

Movements of a lay character also arose. In addition to monasteries, lay movements also sprang up during the Middle Ages, seeking greater autonomy and an active role in the Church. Later on came lay groups (confraternities, associations), engaging in spiritual, charitable and missionary activities, and as time went by, in the social and political sphere (Ozanam, de Gasperi, Schuman).
Gradually changes appeared at the level of the hierarchy itself. Pius XI called on the laity to participate in the apostolate of the hierarchy (Catholic Action). Pius XII declared that the laity, too, constituted the Church, and that extremely fruitful initiatives came from their ranks because of their presence on the front lines of the Church’s mission (1946).

More and more people began to speak of the theological importance of the Laity (Congar, Rahner...). The path to Vatican II was being prepared.

Also Religious began to ask Lay People to collaborate in their particular apostolic activities (schools, hospitals...) due to declining numbers in vocations to the Religious Life. 
c) Vatican II

Vatican II brought back an ecclesiology of communion, born of the Trinity and on its way to the fullness of the Kingdom. It exchanged its hierarchical approach for a communitarian one and introduced the concept of the People of God, composed of all the baptized. People enter the Church through Baptism and Confirmation, receive the Spirit of Christ and can participate in the Eucharist. From the community formed by Christ and the Spirit blossom the different charisms and ministries. (Lumen Gentium II) The entire Church is called to holiness. (Lumen Gentium, V)

This brought back the basic vision of the early Church and aligned it up with the one that followed, marked by the differing charisms and ministries: The Church’s official apostolic ministry – Pastors; it’s charism for prophesying – members of the Religious Life; and its diverse ministries – the Laity.

Lumen Gentium (II and IV), Apostolicam actuositatem and Gaudium et Spes, refer directly to the Laity. LG defines men and women having this vocation as Christians who are neither priests nor religious, and states that what distinguishes them is their secular character. (Lumen Gentium 31) However, this negative definition is replete with positive meaning. Through their Baptism Lay men and women participate in the priesthood of Christ, His prophetic ministry and regal dignity. As Christ’s witnesses, Christian Lay people should be signs to the world, where they should spread the spirit of the Beatitudes, being like the soul in the body of the world. (Lumen Gentium 38)
This entire approach was confirmed at the Synod of the Laity in 1987, and summed up in the Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laici that sought to convert the doctrine of Vatican II into ecclesiastical praxis.
With respect to the Religious Life Vatican II recovered its charismatic and prophetic dimension: it is an eschatological sign that does not form part of the Church’s hierarchical structure but does indeed constitute part of its life and holiness. (Lumen Gentium 44) It is a radical following of Jesus. (Perfectae Caritatis)
In Latin America, when it comes to both the Religious Life and the Laity, added to these considerations is the dimension of a commitment to justice and an option for the poor.

Present day challenges
On the one hand we are experiencing a decline in vocations to the Religious Life, causing great concern about our inability to carry on ministries that we used to run even our needs are increasing with each passing day. 
On the other hand we find ourselves face to face with a new sign of the times: in the Church of Communion the Laity in the Church is coming on strong. We consider it a great grace in our day that the Laity "is actively, conscientiously and dependably participating in the Church’s mission at this crucial time in our history." (Ch L 3) Santo Domingo speaks clearly of the Laity’s starring role when it comes to the New Evangelization. This involves a change in attitude in the way Bishops, Religious and the Laity relate to each other.
Religious as well as the Laity are positioning themselves within an ecclesiology of communion, totally ministerial and charismatic. This change is so radical that it would be preferable to stop using the term Lay People and simply speak about the Baptized.  
More than likely the decline in vocations, when viewed from a wider perspective, is not a tragedy at all, nor a lack of fidelity to our vocation. Rather it is a providential ecclesiastical reality, obliging us to rethink our way of living in the Church: going from superiority to fraternity, from replacing to collaborating, from being remote to being on the scene, from setting out to evangelize from a feudal stronghold (a monastery, convent, school, hospital, parish, university…) to having a charismatic presence in the midst of the Church, from a clerical Church to a Church community fully alive.

For years now the Religious Life in Latin America has already been on this epic journey, motivated not so much by theoretical concerns about the Laity as by  a pastoral sensitivity and deeply felt compassion for the plight of the poor. This process has brought the Religious Life in Latin America from residing in establishments to inserting itself and becoming culturally immersed in the presence of the poor. 
With regard to new mutual relationships between the Religious Life and the Laity, two areas are becoming clear:

a) Sharing our charism with the laity
Lay people are not functionaries or mere collaborators in our ministries but members of our religious family who share our charism. Our foundational charisms do not belong exclusively to us but to the Church. They must be set free so that the laity can claim them as their own; our founders themselves must be set free. The Laity drinks from the wellspring of our spirituality, we all drink from the same fountain.

This involves offering our spirituality to the Laity, making them participants in our spirituality, integrating them into our apostolic mission (into our ministries as members of an apostolic network), including, as the case may be, linking them personally or in groups to our religious institute in a juridical way (along the lines of third orders or similar forms of temporary or perpetual commitment, as volunteers being sent on mission...).

This involves a change in thinking on the part of both the Laity and Religious, the former letting go of their heretofore passive nature and the latter giving up its privileges of days gone by, so that everyone can live a spirituality of communion in the mission.

This requires tremendous work in spiritual and professional formation, in accompaniment and in following through on things; in investing, including economically, to see to it that the Laity assume responsibility for new areas that correspond to them in the Church and society, stirring up in their hearts heightened degrees of holiness and participation (Ch L 2).

Lay People are leaving behind the role of being replacements and functionaries in order to be fraternal collaborators, within a mission (Benedictine, Franciscan, Carmelite, Salesian, Dominican, Jesuit, Marist...). We must avoid seeing their work only in terms of intra-church activities. We must respect their genuinely secular identity, tied to everyday cares, sexuality, marriage, family, work, culture, politics, science, development, creativity, etc.

This presence of the Laity in the midst of the Religious Life offers our Religious Life great richness for they are giving us a new way to understand and live the Christian life and live the same charism of our Congregation based in the secular realm.

Nevertheless, this step, as positive and necessary as it may be, always runs the risk of maintaining a certain superiority of the Religious Life over the Laity, the Laity feeling a certain reliance, a sense of being minors in age, of being “them” vis-à-vis “us:” we integrate them into our charism, connect them to our spirituality and make them collaborators in our mission. In some way the status quo of Christianity may remain, albeit with corrective measures that allay concerns over distance and distinctions.

b) Collaborating with the Laity in the mission of the Church
A more radical step is required: it’s no longer a question of the Laity collaborating with us and integrating themselves into our charism, but of positioning ourselves to serve them, the Religious Life committing itself to fully realizing the mission of the Laity, to work with them side by side, even under their direction, in the Church’s common mission. This means our transitioning from being-for to being-with.

Our collaboration does not exempt us from contributing the gift of our charism. Rather, precisely as men and women Religious, we collaborate by contributing our own way of being religious, our own spiritual tradition and our own organization. This is about being leaven in the dough, and in this way indirectly helping genuine Lay Vocations to spring up in the Church in service to the Church’s mission.
This means our moving on from spearheading the mission and evangelization to making sure that the Laity are the heroes and heroines and we their collaborators and helpers. There are various ways we can mutually collaborate, depending on the people, places, times and charisms involved.

This is about being their companions serving together, learning one from another, responding to mutual concerns and initiatives, and dialoguing about the apostolic aims of our common mission. 
This is a very radical change. We still have a long way to go to bring it about, for we have yet to fully embrace the fact that Lay People are our collaborators and not just functionaries or employees.

Moreover, this spirit impels us to collaborate with not only our Shepherds and Lay Christians but with all people of good will, even with non-Christians and unbelievers desirous of working for the Kingdom of God and His justice, even though they may lack the vision of faith. 
From this point on, a much more radical and communitarian image of the Religious Life is taking shape. It is not a structure of Christianity that is defined by doing heroic, out-front things but by being a leaven that lodges in the dough, enabling the Kingdom to rise.
This image of the Religious Life is more exacting for it asks us to be prophets and live life in a more radical way based on experiencing the Incarnation and self-emptying of Jesus and the very adventures of our founders when they were just beginning their work. More than wanting to create a new institute, they wanted to energize the Church starting from its roots. 
This new outlook doesn’t mean that the institutes and works of men and women Religious should necessarily disappear. What it does mean is that these realities will have a different orientation and perspective. 
Behind all these new ways for Religious and the Laity to mutually relate to one another is the image of the Church in communion, in which the model of the early Church is paramount: our helping and supporting one another in faith and love. All other charisms and ministries are meant to achieve this.  
In the final analysis, this new way of Religious and Lay People living mutual relationships in the Church as a communion reflects the Trinitarian communion born of love and respect, one that knows how to maintain unity in the distinctness and plurality of persons.  This is the faith and tradition of the Church that the Eucharistic liturgy brings to life every day in the form of a greeting and opening prayer: “The grace of Our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of the Father and the fellowship of the holy Spirit be with all of you.” (2 Cor 13, 13)
Will the Religious Life be able to grasp, figure out and embrace this new sign of the times?  On this, to a great extent, depends the future of the Religious Life.
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