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For well over 100 years the Maronites of the United States have been organized in communities centered near their churches. In cities, towns and villages across this nation the story is repeated over and over again. A group of faithful, traveling half way around the world in search of a better life for their children, worked hard to establish themselves in their new and promising land. As soon as they settled, they yearned for the familiar and comforting prayers and hymns of the homeland they

left behind. A committee is formed and fundraising begins to bring a priest and build a church. Their dreams are realized and the Maronites are once again worshipping according to their monastic traditions. Now, we are here in 2002 to discuss how we, the laity, can work with our clergy to strengthen and further develop our church.  As a Patriarchal Church, the Maronites have a unique

advantage: we are enriched, supported and guided by our Patriarch Nasrallah Peter Sfeir.

With advantage comes responsibility. We as laity must unite and work as partners with our clergy in ser/ice to the Church.  The Church is formed by the unity of the hierarchy: clergy and laity working together in God's service. For years, our partnership has not been properly developed. If we are to succeed in our mission, careful attention must be taken now to nurture and encourage this aspect in the life

of the Church. Our Church is over abundant with untapped talent and reserves. How can these be channeled into a constructive force in our parishes?   I believe the answer is the empowerment of the laity. I am not suggesting that the laity take control, but rather that their talents and gifts be recognized and utilized in a cooperative way.

In Chapter II verse 10 of the Documents of Vatican II, in the section on the decree on the Apostolate of Lay People, the Church fathers state, "the laity has an active part of their own in the life and action of the Church. Their action within the Church communities is so necessary that without it the apostolate of the pastors will frequently be unable to obtain its full effect. " St. Paul is very explicit in his first letter to the Corinthians Chapter 12, when he speaks about the different gifts bestowed on each of us for the benefit of the entire body of believers. We each have a role and purpose in God's Church. The pastor alone cannot accomplish much; the people alone cannot achieve their potential. We need leadership and guidance so that we can live out our baptismal calls to be disciples of Christ. As my grandmother once said, "one hand alone cannot clap."

Recently, one of our spiritual directors, Fr. Don Sawyer, pastor of Our Lady's Church in Austin, TX, was kind enough to give all the Board members a book entitled, "Collaboration." It deals with the role of the laity and how we can work effectively with our leadership to serve the Church. Currently, the Board is using this book as a basis for study and enrichment. In order to be of any help, we have to learn how to be ministers. We need to be allowed to use our gifts and talents in coordination with our Bishops and clergy for the betterment and welfare of our worldwide church.

One of the goals of the National Apostolate of Maronites is to educate. Last year, at our convention in Austin, Texas, we presented a workshop by Mr. Frank Donaldson of the Institute of School and Parish Development. I found this session most enlightening and I would like to share a few of his lessons with you. He based his remarks on the statement that we are all called to serve the Lord. There are 7 steps in the process each beginning with the letter "I": IDENTIFY - our Maronites wherever they are throughout the world. INFORM - them of the program and policies of the Church through constant communication. 

INVITE - them personally to become a part of this ministry, ask for heir input.

INVOLVE - them actively in the ministry.

IMPLEMENT - their ideas and they will INVEST their time, treasure and talent to IMPROVE the ministry.

As I add my voice to this illustrious meeting, I wish to say that the future of the Maronite Church is at hand. What will prevent this meeting of the minds from being just a meeting with no result? Will we leave this meeting and resume our lives and maintain the status quo? Or will we dare to make a difference?

We can begin now by educating our lay Maronites to assume their role as true disciples of Christ. Our laity is our strength, yet we can only be effective if our leadership calls us to serve.  Vocations come from the laity, the lifeblood of the Church. What made Maronites so strong in centuries past were their collective wisdom, investment and commitment. The laity of the early days offered much to the building of our American Maronite Church through their hard work, sacrifice and manual labor. Today, we have much more to offer on various professional levels - lawyers, accountants, financial advisors, engineers, architects, teachers, etc. If the laity are given serious responsibility in the stewardship of the Church, they can and will be more responsive to the call of their pastoral leaders.  A stronger, truly cooperative Church in the eparchies of the USA can provide a more significant and meaningful response to the call and initiatives of our Patriarch.

Our challenge for the future is to mobilize, educate and empower the laity under the wisdom, guidance and direction of our Patriarch, Bishops and priests.
