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Introduction 

 

A course on the spirituality and theology of the laity has been on my bucket list for quite a 

while, so I jumped at the opportunity when it came along.  So many topics of the course 

resonated in my interior but one especially stood out as of interest for further reading: Ecclesial 

Movements and Ecclesial Communion.  As I read through chapter 5 of Apostolicam 

Actuositatem, chapter 4 and 5 of Lumen Gentium, chapters 1 and 2 of Christifideles Laici, along 

with the article by Cardinal Ratzinger and a few chapters of the book by Jesús Castellano 

Cervera regarding Charisms for the Third Millenium, a few key principles kept appearing and 

I will try to run through them over the next few pages. The basic point is that mission is at the 

service of communion and communion at the service of mission. All charisms must lead to 

communion and mission. Allow me to expound on this over the next few minutes.  

 

Laity and Movements 
 

As we look at the laity and movements, we must take into consideration certain principles 

of ecclesiology, lay spirituality, and pastoral practices in order to better grasp this reality that 

has taken and is taking the Church by storm. All seems quite quite clear in Council documents 

but is often misunderstood by laity and hierarchy alike.  

 

The Laity, as referred by Vatican II refer to all that are not in holy orders or in an approved 

state of religious life.1 As understood by the Council, the Laity seek the Kingdom of God in the 

world, sanctifying it through their Christian lives.2  The Laity are entrusted with the mission of 

bringing Christ where they are present3.  Using biblical images, they are called to be salt, light 

and leaven.  The specific and special task of the Laity is evangelization: “the announcing of 

Christ by a living testimony and by the spoken word.”4 

 

Movement can be a general term referring to  any group of the lay faithful that come 

together in an organized fashion in search of personal spiritual growth as well as evangelization 

endeavours.  In a Church where we believe in the constant movement of the Holy Spirit, we 

must willingly find a place for the constant movement of the people of God towards God 

Himself.  This movement will consequently “move” them interiorly towards their interior, their 

heart, and their conscience and ultimately towards the encounter with God.  Movement can also 

refer to the action of God towards humanity.5  We are dealing with a dynamic God and a 

dynamic Church, thus the word Movement seems to be actually quite precise.  

 

—————————– 
1 cf. Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen 

Gentium, 31 
2 cf. Ibid. 31 
3 cf. Ibid. 33 
4 Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen 

Gentium, 35 
5 cf. John Paul II, 27-IX-1981, to the participants of the First International Encounter of 

Movements in Insengmanenti di Giovanni Paolo II, IV/2, p. 305. 



Challenges of the Movements 

 

Castellano lays out a few problems he finds with Movements back in the year 2000 which 

surely are still present6: 

-The institutional difficulty to find the proper canonical identity and placement. 

-The challenge of communion in the universal and local Church.  

-The difficulty of harmonious relationships with various levels of the People of God. 

-The problem of apostolic collaboration in the new evangelization.  

 

Cardinal Ratzinger, in 1998 said something enlightening regarding some of these problems: 

“Every irruption of the Holy Spirit always upsets human plans…these movements had their 

share of childhood diseases…there were tendencies to exclusivity and one-sidedness, and hence 

the inability to involve themselves in the life of the local Church…frictions arose, in which both 

sides were at fault in different ways.”7 He goes on saying that the Church has her basic structure 

and that these new eruptions of the Holy Spirit help revitalise and renew this structure.  The 

structure of the Church should foster spiritual vitality and not stifle it, but on the same note, the 

Church is of Divine origin and thus any human activity must always serve the Church and her 

divine objectives.  Ratzinger offers two simple guidelines to help reconcile the ecclesial 

structure and the charismatic irruptions: 

-Ministerial priesthood must be charismatically understood and lived, “and when this happens, 

no institutional hardening takes place.”8  Instead, we have an acute ability of an open ear to the 

Spirit and His action. 

-“The Church must not over-institionalize herself.  She must always remain open to the calls of 

the Lord.”9 

 

 So on the one hand, if the members of the ministerial priesthood are truly men of the Spirit, 

they ought to possess two abilities: the ability to listen to the Spirit beyond their own mental as 

well as ecclesial structures; and the ability to constantly renew these structures. On the other 

hand, we see the importance that any Spirit inspired movement in the Laity place itself 

wholeheartedly at the service of the mission of the Church, thus “to work that the divine plan 

of salvation reaches very person of every era in every part of the world.”10 

 

I will now outline a few principal ideas from Chrisifideles Laici that conclude with the well 

known “critiera for ecclesiality”, then from there we will note a few points from Castellano. 

 

Christifideles Laici 

 

This document uses as a uniting thread the gospel image of the Vine and branches as well as 

the call to the vineyard of the Lord.   

 

All of us at baptism are made one with Christ the Vine, becoming living branches.  We share 

in His mission as Priest through uniting our sacrifices with His, we share in His mission as 

—————————– 
6 cf. Castellano J., Carismi per il Terzo Millennio, Roma, Ed. OCD , 2001, p. 15 
7 Ratzinger J., The Ecclesial Movements: A theological reflection on their place in the 

Church, Proceedings of the World Congress of the Ecclesial Movements, Roma, 1998 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, The Lay Members of Christ´s Faithful 

People, Christifideles Laici, 17. 



 

Prophet by accepting the gospel in our lives and proclaiming it in word and deed as well as 

fighting against the evil one.  Lastly we share in his Kingship by being faithful members of His 

Kingdom, serving Christ our King, serving Him in our brothers and sisters and fighting the 

good fight against the enemy of His Kingdom.11 

 

The Laity are called to live this priestly, prophetic and kingly mission in the world as salt 

and light, bringing holiness to the world, the family, and the workplace.  This holiness12 is a 

fruit of life lived according to the Spirit of God: following Jesus, imitating Him, embracing His 

beatitudes, listening  

to His Word, conscious and active participation in the liturgical and sacramental life of the 

Church, personal communication with Him and the practice of the commandment of love.  

 

This dignity of being a Christian brings along the demands to live accordingly and to also 

go and work in the vineyard. This is where the different types of Movements come into play as 

paths and instruments that will aid the individual lay persons to live up to the dignity and 

demands of being Christians.  

 

Movements enter into the reality that is dealt with in Chapter 2 of Christifideles Laici 

regarding “All Branches of a Single Vine”.  They are a gift to help the laity live their 

communion with Christ and their communion with one another. Communion is a gift of 

diversity and complementarity.  Ministries and Charisms serve communion, build the Church 

and serve the well-being of humanity as well as the needs of the world.  These gifts and charisms 

are received with gratitude and always lived in reference to ecclesial communion and mission.  

 

Baptism gives the laity the “right” to be active in the Church’s communion and mission.13 

As mentioned above, this “right” and these gifts are always in relation to communion and 

mission.  

 

    Number 30 of this document leads us to a few “clear and definite criteria for discerning and 

recognizing lay groups.”  These criteria are based on the “real life” fruits of so many groups, 

among these fruits are: renewed appreciation for prayer, contemplation, liturgical and 

sacramental life; vocations to Christian marriage, priesthood and consecrated life; participation 

in Church programs and activities at all levels; commitment to teaching the faith; desire to be 

present in the various settings of social life; spirit of detachment and evangelical poverty; 

conversion to the Christian life.14 

 

—————————– 
11 cf. John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, The Lay Members of Christ´s 

Faithful People, Christifideles Laici, 14. 
12 cf. Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen 

Gentium chapter 5; Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, 

Apostolicam Actuositatem 4; John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, The Lay 

Members of Christ´s Faithful People, Christifideles Laici 16-17. 

 
13 Canon Law, 215. 
14 John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, The Lay Members of Christ´s Faithful 

People, Christifideles Laici 30. 



Criteria of Ecclesiality for Lay Groups15 

 

The following criteria are not only to be considered before approval, but especially after 

canonical approval, they are not requisites but rather demands of a healthy theology, spirituality 

and praxis.  They serve as an ever present mirror where groups can look at themselves and 

gauge their spirit of ecclesial communion and mission.  

 

1. The primacy given to the call of every Christian to holiness.  An instrument that leads people 

to a greater union between their daily life and their faith.16 

2. The responsibility of professing the Catholic faith.  A forum where the faith is proclaimed 

and taught in its totality. 

3. The witness to a strong and authentic communion. Adherence to Holy Father, bishop…and 

a mutual esteem for all forms of the Church´s apostolate.17  Communion with the Holy 

Father and Bishop must be expressed in loyal readiness to embrace teachings and initiatives.  

Communion also demands the acknowledgment of plurality of forms of associations of lay 

faithful as well as a willingness to cooperate together.  

4. Conformity to and participation in the Church´s apostolic goals: “The evangelization and 

sanctification of humanity and the Christian formation of people´s conscience, so as to 

enable them to infuse the spirit of the Gospel into the various communities and spheres of 

life.”18 

5. Each group is asked to have a missionary zeal which will increase their effectiveness in the 

re-evangelization.  

6. A commitment to a presence in human society.  In the light of the social doctrine of the 

Church, any group is at the service of the total dignity of the person.  

 

R. Laurentin presents in his book a few guidelines to judge the truth and goodness of an 

ecclesial movement: it should be a response to an authentic need of the Church; it should be 

founded upon essential values of Christian; and lastly, harmoniously fuse traditional christian 

values with new christian experiences.19 

 

Castellano offers a few guidelines that he consideres important for the proper discernment 

regarding movements and charisms.  Let us walk through them with him, you will fine them 

quite very enlightening.20 

 

Ecclesial Communion or Communion with the Church. 

This is a fundamental criterion for discernment where we look for a doctrinal and practical 

conformity with the Church, which can be achieved even with the novelties that movements 

offer.  The process of study and approval can present tensions as well as difficulties. History 

shows this over and over.  We must patiently remember that the Church has the charism of 

discernment and thus requires docility of those responsable for the movements.   The test of 

—————————– 
15 Ibid. 
16 cf. Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, 

Apostolicam Actuositatem 19. 
17 cf. Ibid. 23. 
18 cf. Ibid. 20. 
19 cf. Laurentin R., Pentacostalismo católico. Riesgos y futuro, Madrid, PPC, 1975, p. 255. 

As referenced by Castellano. 
20 Castellano J., Movimenti spirituali moderni. Criteri di discernimento, in “Rivista di vita 

spirituale” 30 (1976) pp. 162-181.  



 

time, study and revision clarifies and purifies the charism at hand.  Ecclesial maturity leads a 

movement to present itself to the Church and in the Church clearly, without shadows of 

mystery.  This presentation to the Church and for the Church also means humbly offering a gift 

of communion to be inserted in the heart of the Church at the service of Her universal mission.  

 

Some shepherds of the Church can have a St. Joseph “syndrome” where they question and 

doubt the gift of the Spirit because it did not come from them. But they must follow St. Joseph 

in his overcoming doubt and the joyful embrace of the gift.  

 

Confirmation of their fruits. 

The genuine and long lasting fruits are a clear sign of validity of a charism in the Church. 

The most valid defence a movement can offer is the conversion it produces in persons and in 

communities.  Many of these fruits we listed above quoting n. 30 of Christifideles Laici.  If a 

movement is a gift of the Spirit, then we understand that it is given for the renewal of the 

Church.  Thus, the authentic proof of the charism of a group is without a doubt the capacity  of 

bringing about renewal in people, institutions and  society and guiding people to spiritual and 

apostolic maturity.  This is clear sign of authenticity.  

 

Stages of a long path. 

This is a more subtle criteria of discernment and authenticity, yet even more revealing over 

time.  Nothing can take the place of time. Time purifies and brings to maturity.  This goes along 

with the doctrine of John of the Cross where he speaks of our Christian life as a path with many 

stages, moments of active and passive purification, enlightenment, consolation and apostolic 

fecundity. This law is valid for personal spiritual paths as well as for the journey any movement 

must travel.  As with any spiritual journey, the beginning can be full of enthusiasm, passion and 

light.  But this must be tested with time and purified by trials and darkness in order to arrive to 

a great spiritual and apostolic maturity.   

 

All Movements at the service of unity in charity: communion. 

     The supreme norm or perhaps the most demanding criteria is that of serving the common 

good of the Church, submission to charity, the mother of all charisms.  We are reminded by 

John Paul II: “All of us, pastors and lay faithful, have the duty to promote and nourish stronger 

bonds and mutual esteem, cordiality and collaboration among the various forms of lay 

associations. Only in this way can the richness of the gifts and charisms that the Lord offers us 

bear their fruitful contribution in building the common house.”21 

 

The gifts of God cannot be in contradiction among themselves, this would not make sense.  

The committment to communion is essential.  Thus, it is important that individual movements 

do not foster hostility, rivalry, prejuidice, nor foster arrogance, superiority or competitiveness.  

This is contrary to the true charism of charity and communion, and thus contrary to God.  

 

In this quest to remain faithful to the charism of communion, individual movements must 

remain faithful to the Spirit that gave birth.  This fidelity is a guarantee of communion and of 

continuity.  

—————————– 
21 John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, The Lay Members of Christ´s Faithful 

People, Christifideles Laici 31 



 

Conclusion 

 

Communion is truly a charism given to the Church as are Movements charisms given to the 

Church, gifts from the same Spirit that cannot contradict Himself.  We must then live the Gifts 

and confirm with John Paul II that the “life of Church communion thus becomes a sign for all 

the world and a compelling force that will lead persons to faith in Christ. Communion thus leads 

to mission and mission to communion.”22 
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