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	In response to the Committee's request, I am presenting the following thoughts on the role of the Maronite laity in the Church in a changing society as we move into the 21st Century.  The role of the Maronite laity is part of the overall laity in the Christian and Catholic Church, of course, in differing from the role of those dedicated to God in a more "official" way.  But the role of the Maronite laity springs from a spiritually rich Eastern heritage.  This heritage, a legacy of the early Church at Antioch where the followers of Christ were called Christians for the first time, is part of the gift that the Maronite laity can offer the world.


	And what might this specifically Maronite lay role be, you may be asking?  To understand that role we must first deepen our appre�ciation of Baptism, for in Baptism is grounded the role of every�one, clergy and laity alike.  The role that is more central to the Church is the laity's role, for every Catholic -- including the clergy -- is always baptized first as laity.  


	The term laity comes from the Greek word laos, which means "people."  In time it came to refer to baptized Christian people who are not ordained but share in the universal priesthood.  Writing to the laity of his day, the first pope used imagery that can be applied equally well to today's laity:  "You too are living stones, built as an edifice of spirit, into a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ" (1 Pt 2:5).  Peter's words reflect the words of the book of Exodus centuries earlier:  "You shall be to me a kingdom of priests, a holy nation" (Ex 19:6).  


	In turn, our Maronite rite of Baptism echoes both biblical passages.  At the beginning of the rite of Baptism, the priest addresses God:


	Now call your servant (Name____) to holy baptism.


	Make him/her worthy to enjoy your great gift,


	as you renew in him/her your Holy Spirit ...


	Right after receiving the mystery, or sacrament, of Baptism, as the concluding prayer is pronounced, we hear the following words:


	O Lord,


	enlighten the heart of your servant (N....)


		who has just received baptism.


	As you enabled him/her to become


		a son/daughter of your grace,


	in your merciful kindness keep him/her firmly


	in the rank of your children.


	Grant, O Lord, that after being purified


		with the waters of your covenant,


	he/she may be a member of


		a royal priesthood,


		a holy nation,


		a redeemed people


		a blessed community.


	The baptized person who has been cleansed by the waters of God's covenant is described as having gone through four doors, as it were, into "a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people, and a blessed community."  These four doors lead us to the same new family.  Here we find "who we are, what we are all about, what our mission is, and what we ought to be":  a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a redeemed people, a blessed community.  This is what the laity is called to upon entry into covenant with the Lord in the waters of Baptism.


	What is this covenant, this priesthood, this community, into which Jesus Christ calls us?  


	A covenant is a formal, solemn, binding agreement.  It is at the heart of God's loving plan from all eternity.  He binds Himself to his people with the intimacy of a marriage bond.  Thus the Divine Liturgy of the Divine Mysteries can be defined as the encounter of God with His people for the celebration of their covenant.  All God's people belong to this covenant.


	Priesthood in this covenant is viewed as service for others.  In the Old Testament, the Levite tribe was singled out from the Twelve Tribes for this role of special dedica�tion.  In the New Dispensation, those in Holy Orders carry on the same tradition of dedicated service.  Although ordained, those who serve as deacons, priests, and bishops remain first and foremost members of the Chosen People even as the Levite priests were only one tribe from the larger community.


	Community refers to a group of people united by shared values, goals, and authority, and permanence.  Community may grow until it becomes, like Israel, a whole nation, or it may spread even beyond the confines of land, like the Church.  Through Baptism, all are called to enter a worldwide and even cosmic community.  It is vital for us to understand that those who become priests never leave this community, even after their consecration.


	Although God calls His people to be a "kingdom of priests," "a holy nation," we realize soon enough in the book of Exodus that this people of God failed in carrying on this priestly vocation.  Although many people believe that priesthood began with the tribe of Levites, mainly the clan of Aaron, a careful reading of the Bible shows us that the Levites were only a substitute for a priest�hood that existed even earlier.  


	This summary can be found in the same book of Exodus chapter 32, where we find Moses on the mountain for 40 days.  While he delayed in returning, the people who were called to be a "kingdom of priests," and "a holy nation" began to worship the golden calf.  When Moses came down and asked his people who was on the side of the Lord, those who were to be "a kingdom of priests" and "a holy nation" were silent, and the Levites came forward.  Moses told them, "Today you have won yourselves investiture as priests of Yahweh at the cost, one of his son, another of his brother; and so he grants you a blessing today" (Jerusalem Bible translation).


	Priesthood up to this point was the natural family bond between the father and his children, which was achieved through the first-born son.  The nation of Israel was supposed to stand in the role of the Lord's first-born son.  It was only when Israel failed to fulfill the vocation of first-born sonship that a more formal priesthood came about.  The Levites became the temporary substi�tution for fathers and first-born sons who failed their vocation.  This arrangement lasted until the loving Father sent his eternal, first-born Son to fulfill the original priesthood.  


	What is the essence of the priesthood if not a family system in which the father expresses his love to his family through his first-born son who is given the mission of an older brother?  Was not Christ's divine sonship a fulfilment of this priesthood, making of humanity one family?


	Here we are onto something of great interest to us within the Maronite Church regarding the role of the laity.  And here is another facet:  In the tradition of our language, if you see a priest or a lay person going to church to attend the Holy Sacrifice of the Liturgy and ask, "Where are you going?", both -- not the priest only -- will respond with the words "rayeh 'addis."  This is translated, "I am going to sanctify or make holy," in other words, "I am going to say Mass."  It is usual for the lay person no less than the priest to respond this way.  We find that the lay person gives this active response rather than the more passive words, "I am going to listen or to attend or to Mass" -- even though this expres�sion is used as well.  


	To me this active response mirrors the sense of family that becomes one in this celebration of the Liturgy.  Isn't this beau�tiful call of the whole family to sanctify?


	We in the Church today are no different than the people of God in the Old Testament.  We have failed and continue to fail living our mission of "royal priesthood" and of "holy nation" or "sanc�tified nation."  Our crisis is not an identity crisis but a crisis of choice.  We have our identity.  However, the ways and means need continual reflection, adjustment, and alignment, because this one family is no longer confined to Lebanon but rather spread into the whole world.  Since the earliest days of our Maronite forebears in Syria long before they came into Lebanon, and long after as well, our Maronite identity has been forged and tested in dispersion.  In this we share directly with the Hebrew people.  But they, and we, could never have kept that faith had we not first been incorporated into a blessed bond with the Lord.


	Our identity is the same:  to live the covenant, accept to be an active part of the royal priesthood, and a holy nation.  Exter�nals such as "kibbi," "tabboule," and "dabke" are not the answer, even though they sometimes seem to be more lasting than our real identity.  


	Identity is closely attached to tradition.  Sometimes tradi�tion is viewed as a conservative force, and in the sense that it helps "conserve," it is true to describe it as conservative.  But even more, tradition helps ensure the continuity and identity of shared attitudes through successive generations.  The true meaning of tradition is the assimilation of the past in under�standing the present, without break in the continuity of the life of a society and without considering the past as merely outmoded.


	Tradition helps us as a people and as individuals to press forward.  Claudel compared tradition with a man walking.  In order to move, he must push off from the ground with one foot raised and the other on the ground.  Whether he kept both feet on the ground or lifted both in the air, he would be unable to advance.  Pascal said, "The entire succession of men, through so many centu�ries, should be thought of as one and the same man, ever-present and learning continually."


	Handing on tradition doesn't mean that we mechanically trans�mit a passive deposit but a living subject.  Handing on tradition means that we have to put something of ourselves into what we have received.  If we have a message to give to someone, we expect that message to be lived.  This is particularly true for lay people, who are and always have been the majority of Christians.  When Theo�philus of Antioch, martyred about 180 A.D., was asked conde�scen�dingly by his pagan interrogator, "Show me your God," the martyr gave this brave and wise reply:  "Show me your man and I will show you my God."  That is, show me what kind of man you are.  If your heart -- your inner disposition -- is sound, then you will be able to see God, and I will show Him to you.  


	Handing on tradition is a challenge.  As Blondel says:  "Tradi��tion anticipates the future and prepares to shed light upon it by its very effort to remain faithful to the past."  Not every�thing from the past is good or in need of being handed on.  Jesus Himself was critical of the "tradition of ancestors" (Mk 7:3,5).  No matter how beautiful our Maronite tradition is, we are not called to be conservative people living in the past but creative people living in the present, making of tradi�tion a living source which -- in its act of transmission -- re�ceives an increase of the very life it communicates.


  	But the Maronite Church has an even greater challenge today than merely the general challenge of handing on tradition in every generation.  As Lacordaire put it:  "It is well known that distance destroys unity."  Maronites are scattered all over the world today.  Even when enough of us settle in one place to warrant having our own church, it is difficult for us to gather week after week as we might have done had we lived in Syria and Lebanon in the small villages of yesteryear.  As we see Maronites drift off to non-Maronite churches and children raised with only half a sense of our beautiful tradition, we sometimes despair.  And yet I dare to suggest a specifically Maronite role in a changing society.


	We ask, "How what happened once, in a given place and in a specific form, be communicated so it can be held and lived every�where by many people under totally new conditions, without loss of its original identity?"  Well, surely it must come about by updat�ing and communicating it in new ways.  


	Here is what it means to be Maronite laity in today's church.  It is to battle the two enemies of tradition:  on the one hand, living in the past, on the other hand, ignoring that past so as to be totally independent of it.  This lay challenge is not different from that facing our Maronite priests, but it is in a different arena.  The priests' challenge is to help us gather as Maronite faithful, true to our beautiful liturgical tradition.  But the challenge for the Maronite laity is to emerge from the celebration of the Liturgy of the Divine Mysteries where we re-enact the events of Christ's life each week and live them in the world -- at home, on the job, and in the marketplace, bringing Him to places that the priest cannot reach.


	A Maronite Christian lives the events of His life as enriched by our poetic Saint Ephrem and other writers whose mystical insights give us a unique perspective on and participation in the saving work of God among His people through the context of the daily routine in this particular place, time, and way.  	


	And now in our quest for a Maronite role in society we turn to faith, God's gift to us.  The "WE" of faith is an all-encompassing project of life and an attitude toward one's whole existence.  Our faith makes us "WE" in and through the Church, a word that comes from the Greek adjec�tive kurakos and means "belonging to the Lord."  It trans�lates the Greek word eklesia, a word used to refer to the early Christian assemblies.  Through the Church, the Christian becomes an active member of Christ's Body by means of Baptism.  He is summoned to play a unique, irreplaceable role in the salvation of humanity.  This he can do properly only in the Church. 


	All too many Christians take their role as a mere obliga�tion to fulfill the Law.  They forget what "assembly" means.  They forget that Baptism and Eucharist are closely related.  Some attend the Liturgy without seeing any great significance in the assembly itself.  Why?  Because the eucharistic assembly means little to them in their daily life.  Yet the truth is so different!  We should think of life within the Church as the leaven that makes the bread what it should be.


	Because we do not grasp this, there is a dire need for a theology of assembly that will deepen the ecclesial awareness of each Christian inside the community and/or dispersed among other people.  We need to outline the history of the assembly.  This is a challenge for the Maronite laity just as much or perhaps more than for the priests, for the laity must live that assembly both inside and outside the church walls in a way that the priests cannot.  Their experience of assembly should help guide that theology.


	In the Bible, we see Israel as a people gathered at Yah�weh's summons.  The structure of the primitive Jewish people was built around concentric groups:  family, clan, tribe.  The further they developed away from the family, the less important was the role of blood in community.  On a national scale, unity did not depend on poli�tical organization but on acknowledgment of the same God.  It was in the name of Yahweh that the federation of tribes was formed.  They became an assembly constantly being convoked by God.  


	The focus of unity was the actual, cultic assembly.  From the desert sojourn onward we see Moses, the bearer of God's message, convoking such assemblies.  The covenant which conveyed the Law was ratified on such a cultic, even sacrificial occasion, in the pres�ence of the assembled people.  Through and in the assembly the deepening of faith took place.  Only Yahweh can convoke the assem�bly, because salvation lives in unity, and thus all the people, even when divided or dispersed, are represented.  The Old Testament theology of assembly contains the rudiments of New Testament eccle�siology, but Jesus was to radically modify it.


	It is the Risen Lord who assembles humanity.  The divine plan of salvation was accomplished in Jesus.  The universal gathering (banquet, net ...) will be around the Crucified One who was raised from the dead.  Jesus was the active contribution in the recon�struction of the community.  God's plan cannot succeed unless people cooperate.  God's plan confronts people with a task, a program to be fulfilled, the plan of salvation.  Jesus becomes the Cornerstone.  And ALL people are called to cooperate.  What God convokes, because He loves, is love that did not spare his Son, obedient until death on the cross.  In His resurrection, Christ fully entered into His role as reassembler of all humanity.


	The church becomes the mystery or sacrament of universal reassembly.  On Pentecost the tiny apostolic community realized that it was the assembly of the final times foretold by the prophets.  An assembly formed around the Risen Christ was formed.  Its universal scope took shape.  


	The universal church is not the sum of local churches but the communion of these churches, because their mission is to convey her mystery and universalism.  Here we see the active function of the individual contribution of each member.  The priest, of course, because he is the minister of Christ as Head, acts to convoke in a particular way, but every member has his part in the summons.  No one is excluded on the basis of sex, social situation, cultural allegiance, or moral performance.  Members are to follow the Master, obedient even unto death on the cross.  No Chris�tian can escape the responsibility of manifesting what Christ began.  This realization leads us to appreciate how important mission is.


	The divine act of universal convocation will become real for people only by means of specific action, or mission, on the part of the Church.  A non-missionary church would not be the church of Jesus Christ.  But the terms "convocation" and "assembly" must be readjusted, because modern man has become more and more aware that he must take his destiny in hand and construct the terrestrial city.  He wants no interference from the institutional church.  In such an environment the Church does not in fact act to assemble.  We need to include our "dispersed people," consider�ing them not as "isolated" but as living members of a church that is the leaven in the mass.  The "convoker" is always the Church that calls people to "assemble."  


	This leads us to the importance of the institution of the eucharistic assembly.  The "rite" is the ground of mystery of con�vocation, while assembly is man's relation with God.  There is an explicit summons to salvation and an explicit response by assembly.  The Word, then, should be made to reach people precisely where they find themselves, so that their initiation into Christ's mystery can be furthered by more "catholic" assemblies.


	Have we forgotten the universalism of faith?  Have we lost ourselves in the details of "how to do" and "what not to do" and forgotten the essential things:  the mystery of Jesus Christ, the Man-God, the real secret to our mission?  Have we left Him out?  After the exile, the Jewish diaspora did make a great effort to open to the world around them, but it was proselytism.  There was no question of leading Gentiles to the living God, for mem�bership in the Chosen People was not possible.  Yet Christ made the need for univer�salism clear.  The more profound the sense of univer�sal�ism among the people of God, the more likely they will be to wel�come all religious searches that lead to God.


	 Universalism of faith and missionary task go together.  A return to Antioch will show this.  Antioch was a watershed in the Church.  Prior to that, Christians were mainly converted Jews, and if prospective Gentile converts failed to submit to the Mosaic Law they were not accepted.  But in Antioch, the third most important city of the Roman Empire, Gentile converts came in sufficient numbers to pose a problem to the local community.  The meaning of universalism began to be evident.


	The Church of Antioch dispatched their leaders on a mission.  Mission activity became the mark of authentic faith.  Aren't we still on the same kind of journey?  Our challenge is to once again be the Church of Antioch today.  That church calls us to relinquish particularism.  The change will not be easy because the Greco-Roman or Roman heritage has become a sort of a second nature for us.  But have we forgotten that in Christ there are neither Jews nor Gen�tiles, men nor women, slaves nor free people, Lebanese nor Ameri�can, no Australian nor African.  Has Christ been divided?


	The Eucharist becomes for us as inspiration of universalism then.  Christ's mission is a tension that must be experienced with courage and lucidity, because it calls us to make our daily lives the arena of Good News of universal salvation that Antioch accom�plished.  The Maronite Christian, a pilgrim of the kingdom here below, is a member of the Father's family and the universal brotherhood which constitutes it.  Family is the only absolute that absorbs, at a high level, the decisive element in his life.  All his other associations are undertaken as something real, though secular, something which, as such, contributes nothing to his pursuit of eternal destiny.


	The Church was and continues to be subjected to heresies.  The letters of Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 115) show us that emphasis was on the danger of heresy and the need to obey bishops.  His main themes are unity and charity, nurtured by the Eucharist:  "Come together in common, one and all without exception in charity, in one faith and in one Jesus Christ. . .so that with undivided mind you may obey the bishop and the presbyters, and break one bread that is the medicine of immortality and the antidote against death" (Eph. 20).  This picture gives meaning to the view of St. John Chrysostom when he sees the entire people gathered in prayers constituting the "fullness of priesthood" (Hom. 3.4 in Phil.).


	Laity have not only a prominent place in the Church but also a function.  Based on Jewish custom, laymen were permitted to preach in church up to the time of Origen (230).  The bishops of Jerusalem and Caesarea invited the lay teacher Origen to expound the scriptures to their congregations.  Also, lay teachers were still approved by the Apostolic Constitution, "Although a man be a layman, if experienced in the delivery of instruction, and reverent in habit, he may teach; for scripture says:  'They shall be all taught of God'"(8.31).  Laymen were prohibited from teaching in the presence of clergymen and without their consent in the Fourth Gene�ral Council at Carthage (398).  But this schism that we find in the west between laity and clergy, was not found in the east.  Parents were rather encouraged and obliged to instruct their chil�dren at home, since the secular schools were largely pagan (John Chrys�os�tom, Inan. gl. 19).


	Laity in the Church of Antioch had a place not only in the church only but also in the world.  That is where they were called to practice Christianity.  The bishop of the place, Ignatius, was so fond of his title of "Christian" or "disciple" that he always used it when he wished to describe his innermost identity.  It was his fervent desire that he and all Christians might completely be what their name meant (Rom.3.2; Magn. 4).  


	The main duty of the laity at that time was to oppose the sins of abortion and homosexuality and to combat greed and dishonesty in business life (Tertullian, Idol. 11 ff.).  Thus every Christian, owing to his or her baptismal profession, risked martyrdom, which was considered the sum�mit of perfection in the early church.  In fact, lay people con�stituted the majority of martyrs.  


	Though called to be in the world, the laity of the Church of Antioch were also called not to be of it.  St. John Chrysostom chal�lenged them by saying:  "The holy scriptures want all to lead the life of monks, even if they are married" (Oppungn. 3.15).  This definition of the lay person as "monk in the world" is based on the Christian virtues that the laity were obliged to practice.  For example, the laywoman Martha (d. 551), mother of Simon Stylites the Younger, carried out extensive charitable work in her native city of Edessa in Syria.  The Church Fathers often preached about the role of the laity, noting that the clergy alone cannot carry the burden, and that indeed many apostolic works cannot be carried on at all without the laity's help.


	In the Church of Antioch we see the strength of the unity between clergy and laity.  This is our tradition and our iden�tity.  This is why we should understand it, assimilate it, and make it alive -- then and only then can we transmit it to others.  


	As long as we keep belaboring issues such as how we should celebrate the Liturgy, in Arabic, Syriac, or English, and as long as we keep saying, "If the next bishop is not American, or Leba�nese, or Australian, it will be detrimental to our Maronite Church," we will not get anywhere.  The Maronite laity can help contribute toward unity by returning to the basics and asking, "WHY should these things be done," rather than HOW.  In other words, we should be busy in developing "what our Baptism made us," not "how can we look good." 


	In sum, what is the witness of faith that the lay person can offer?  In the conciliar texts, we read perhaps with a certain uneasiness words such as "you should witness...," "Evangeli�zation," "Christianization."  We may feel that the texts contain a certain lack of unity.  For instance, in Gaudium et Spes (the Pastoral Constitution On the Church in the Modern World), we read that "lay�men are not only bound to penetrate the world with a Christian Spirit, they are also called...."(#43).  Meanwhile, the Decree on the Aposto�late of the Laity seems to add something of the clerical role to the lay role when it describes the lay role: "an apostolate of this kind does not con�sist only in the witness of one's way of life. . .opportunities to announce Christ. . ." (#6), or in reverse:  "The mission of the Church is not only to bring men the message and grace of Christ, but also...." (#5).  


	The main task for the laity is to re-capture the evoked reality in its profound unity.  It calls for witness in situation.  It is after all through our way of life that Christ is revealed as Lord of the world.  The lay person's work is not to reveal what Jesus Christ brings but who Jesus Christ is in the world.  The lay person reveals Him as a person with whom he is in relationship.  If anyone can do it, maybe it will be we who claim the heritage of Antioch.  And this is precisely why the Maronite laity, steeped in our beau�tiful Liturgy of the Holy Mysteries, tradition, and every�day fami�liarity with the Lord whose life events we live so deeply, have such an enormously rich opportunity.  


	If the laity are those faithful who by virtue of baptism are made one body with Christ and are established among the people (L.G. 31);


	If the laity evangelize unofficially by the witness of their lives (L.G. 12);


	If by virtue of their education and competence, temporal affairs are ordered according to the plan of God; and by their efforts, the world is sanctified (L.G. 31);


	If the laity have the critical task of renewing the temporal order;


	And if we recognize the fact that today there are more theologically trained laity than priests or religious, with the result a growing awareness of the essentially lay leadership of the life in the early Christian Church, there is a dire need for the laity and clergy to explore the spiritual traditions together and face the following issues:


	-- That holiness is rooted in the priesthood of the baptized;


	-- That Christian faith is thus communal, not private;


	-- That unity and peace-making are spiritual characteristics;


	-- That the Eucharist is our beginning and end;


	-- And that it is the lay person who is to bring healing, hope, peace, and justice to the broken world.


	If we dare to face these issues, many other issues and questions would then be clarified, notably:


	-- At what point of our history are we Maronites now living?


	-- What are the practical way(s) at the level of the assembly, parish, and diocese, as well as nationally and inter�nationally, to stimulate in all the willingness to take part in our communal enterprises, especially that NAM, the Knights of Saint Maron, and the Knights of Saint Sharbel, which at present reach only the minority, and this minority often comes to give rather than to receive?


                                             Dominic Ashkar
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