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 Sr. Mary Catherine Hilkert, OP  --  Santa, Sabina, March 2009i

 
Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. 
But how shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? 
And how can they believe unless they have heard of him? 
And how can they hear unless there is someone to preach? 
And how they preach unless they are sent? 
Scripture says, “How beautiful are the feet of those who announce good news.” 

Romans 10:13-15 
 
If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid upon me, 
and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel! For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward; 
but it not of my own will, I am entrusted with a commission.  
 
What then is my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of 
charge, so as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel. 
 
For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win 
more of them. To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all 
things to all people, that I might by all means save some.  
 
I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings. 

1 Cor. 9: 16-19, 22-23 
 

 
In one diocese in the United States the practice of lay preaching at Eucharist which had the 

approval and oversight of the local bishop for the past twenty-five years was halted in May 2008. In 

response to criticisms and protests from parishioners, the new incoming archbishop who was about to 

take office was quoted as saying that some laypeople may be better at public speaking, “but [the] priest 

or deacon, we believe, has been ordained....for this sacred service. There is the power of the Holy Spirit 

that goes with him that doesn’t go to just anyone who has been baptized.”ii  I don’t know how precise 

the reporter was in recording that quotation. But it  brings into clear focus a significant and disputed 

question: To whom has the Spirit given the gift and power to preach? 

In one sense the answer to that question is clear: all of the baptized share the one preaching 

mission of the Church. The disputed questions are more precise: In what way we are called to 

participate in that mission? In what context? By way authority? To be sure, the most disputed context is 

that of the liturgy, and more precisely, the Eucharist. 
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It would be a mistake, however, to focus on the question of “who is anointed to preach?” 

without considering first the more basic theological questions: “Who does the anointing? And for what 

mission?” The role of the Holy Spirit in the preaching event has long been overlooked--or at least 

under-emphasized--as it has been in much of Western theology. As French Dominican theologian Yves 

Congar (and later, Pope John Paul II) remarked, we have been “breathing with only one lung.”iii  

For that reason, this paper will consider first the role of the Holy Spirit in the preaching event 

and what is included when we speak of  “preaching.”  Next, we will turn to theological and liturgical 

perspectives on the question of who is anointed to preach, highlighting the work of two Dominican 

theologians–Thomas Aquinas and Yves Congar. The final section of the paper will focus on the 

question of liturgical preaching by baptized, but non-ordained, members of the Church.  

From the outset, I want to note that in terms of canonical interpretations and decrees that have 

resulted in discouraging, even if not completely restricting, the practice of lay preaching at Eucharist in 

recent years, I don’t have any simple answers about how to proceed. Situations of pastoral conflict and 

differing judgments about what serves the common good and the Church’s mission require the exercise 

of pastoral prudence. One resource that we can draw on, however, is Aquinas’s understanding of 

epikeia. As Thomas observed, “sometimes it is a virtue to set aside the letter of the law for the sake of 

the common good.” iv  Pastoral judgments, however, need to be theologically and historically informed 

since it is the responsibility of the entire Church, and in a particular way, of those in pastoral 

leadership, to preserve and hand on the authentic Tradition of the Church which the law of the Church 

is meant to protect. 

At the same time, the Spirit of God can and does operate in and through conflicts and tensions 

in the Christian community. As Cardinal Suenens, one of the leading figures at the Second Vatican 

Council, wrote during a period he described as his own "dark night of hope" in the "winter of the 

post-Council era,” it is precisely in situations that appear hopeless that genuine hope, which is sheer 
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gift of the Spirit, is born. When we have no human reasons for hoping, Suenens observed, we have only 

the promise of God to go on...and we are called to nourish our hope at its source--the word of God.”v  

 Preaching and the Power of the Spirit 

Classic theologies of preaching--both Protestant and Catholic--take as their starting point the 

power of the word of God. Recent attention to the long-overlooked role of the Holy Spirit in the 

Church, in God’s ongoing covenant with the Jewish people, in the religions of the world, in human 

history, and throughout creation, recommends another possibility. How might we understand what we 

are about as preachers and communities gathered around the word of God if we were to begin our 

reflections with the experience of the apostle Paul in the Areopagus? Clearly Paul recognized that the 

people of Athens already had some experience of an “unknown God” before he announced the gospel 

to them. Or we might begin with the story of the conversion of Cornelius, the Roman centurion who 

was a religious and god-fearing man who was a source of conversion for Peter. As the Acts of the 

Apostles narrates the account, Cornelius, who gave generously to others and prayed constantly, was 

baptized by the Holy Spirit before he was baptized into the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 10-11)vi 

Borrowing a phrase from Karl Rahner, we might identify each of those cases as evidence that "the Holy 

Spirit runs ahead of the preacher."vii

In these cases it becomes clear that the task of the preacher is not that of announcing with 

authority some foreign word that has nothing to do with people’s experience, but rather "naming the 

grace" of the Holy Spirit to be discovered in the traces of God’s presence already available in human 

life. When we offer the gospel as a way for our hearers to re-frame the joys and struggles of their lives, 

we are inviting people into another level of experience in which the Spirit makes possible an encounter 

with God. The description of the Sunday homily in the document published by the Conference of 

Bishops in the United States, Fulfilled in Your Hearing, is true of all preaching: “the preacher does not 

so much attempt to explain the Scriptures as to interpret the human situation through the Scriptures.”viii  
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The hope that the gospel promises is rooted in the conviction that God’s creative and saving presence 

permeates creation and human history, despite all the evidence to the contrary.  

While recognizing and sharing the groans of creation and an eschatological longing for the 

fulfillment of a reign of God that is "not yet," this approach to preaching affirms that the Spirit 

continues to move over the void, to breathe life into dead bones, and to speak in sighs too deep for 

words. The vocation of the preacher (or the prophet) is to name and shape that experience by offering 

us the lens of the gospel so that we might detect those traces of the Spirit at work in the world and risk 

entrusting our lives to a God whose very existence others deny.  Both the light that allows us the 

preacher to see a glimpse of the gospel in the darkness of our world and the word that comes forth from 

sighs that are too deep for words are gifts of the Spirit. 

The sequence of Pentecost names the Spirit as "lumen cordium" and "lux beatissima"--light of 

the heart, most blessed light, suggesting that the fire of the Spirit can bring to light what otherwise 

remains in the shadows. This fire enables us to see creation and human life as sacraments of God's 

presence, to identify the "footprints of the Trinity" that Augustine assured us are to be found 

throughout creation. The Spirit focuses the lenses of our imagination so that we can see the world of 

nature as God's beloved creation and the divine at work precisely in and through the human in spite of 

the fragmentation of a postmodern and violent world, a cosmos threatened by entropy, and a Church 

faced with its own divisions and sinful failures. 

Both the light of faith and the word of God are gifts given to the prophets, described by more 

than one biblical scholar as the Jewish preachers par excellence.ix  Those gifts were bestowed on the 

prophets, however, precisely as they wrestled with where God was to be found in the concrete and 

messy history of their people.  In each of their diverse circumstances, the prophets’ task was to call to 

memory God's fidelity in Israel's past, to call for trust in God's presence with them in the present 

moment, and to stir up hope rooted in God's promise to be with them in the unknown future. 
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Announcing the word of God meant proclaiming God's dream for Israel in spite of dashed hopes, the 

destruction of the temple, or exile. The prophet announced a future when wounds would be healed, 

enemies reconciled, prisoners set free, and the land restored, precisely by recalling memories of the 

past when the God of the Exodus and of all creation, had always been faithful in the past, even if in 

unexpected ways.  

From a Christian perspective and especially in the Gospel of John we are reminded that it  is the 

Holy Spirit who will “remind us of all that Jesus told us” (14:26). Likewise, it is the role of the Spirit to 

bind the Christian community together as God’s abiding presence of love even in the face of serious 

disagreements, factions and crises; and to serve as Comforter and Counselor, providing hope in the face 

of a dark or unknown future.    

The centrality of the Spirit in the mission of the prophet, is perhaps most evident in the words of 

the prophet Isaiah which the Gospel of Luke presents as the text for the preaching event in which Jesus 

claimed his own prophetic mission in the synagogue in Nazareth. 

The spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because God has anointed me; 

sent me to bring glad tidings to the lowly, 

to heal the broken hearted. 

To proclaim liberty to the captives and 

release to the prisoners. 

To announce a year of favor from the Lord and 

a day of vindication by our God. 

 (Luke 4: 16-21; cf. Isa 61:1-4) 

Christians see Jesus in the long line of Jewish prophets who announced the good news of the 

reign of God, opening up a new and different future, a future full of hope. But the Christian community 
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also believes that Jesus was more than a prophet. He not only proclaimed the future reign of God--he 

embodied it. In his person and his actions, as well as in his words, he announced the good news of 

salvation. Jesus preached God's reconciling mercy not only by words of forgiveness, but also by 

sharing a table with sinners. He announced God's healing power by touching lepers. He challenged the 

limited social roles and restrictions of his culture and religion by talking with Samaritans, entering into 

friendships with women, choosing a tax collector as a disciple, curing the sick on the Sabbath. His 

whole life announced that God willed well-being and happiness not only for the Jews, but for all 

people--universal salvation. Jesus did not just speak God's word of compassion, he was God's 

compassion in the flesh. 

The Pentecost narrative reminds us that communities of believers who claim to be followers of 

Jesus–both then and now-- are called and empowered to do the same. As the preaching discourses in 

the Acts of the Apostles disclose, those entrusted with the "name" of Jesus are enabled by his Spirit to 

announce boldly the new age that the resurrection has inaugurated. Here the sacramental imagination 

emphasizes that the preaching of Jesus’ followers, like the proclamation of Jesus himself,  involves 

more than words. The witness of the lives of the Christian community is the most basic mode of 

announcing the gospel. If in the words of the Gospel of John, "The Word became flesh and pitched a 

tent among us (John 1:14)," so, too, the preaching ministry of the Christian Church in every age 

involves pitching a tent wherever human beings or God's beloved creation are in need. This is the basis 

for the promise in the Preface to Gaudium et spes that “nothing genuinely human fails to find an echo 

in [the hearts of the followers of Christ” as well as the claim in the 1971 Synod of Bishops' statement, 

Justice in the World, that "Activity on behalf of justice is a constitutive part of preaching the gospel."x   

At the same time, preachers attend to the experience of humanity and the cries of the earth and 

engage in action on behalf of justice while listening for an echo of the gospel that can be heard 

precisely there. Having detected that echo, preachers are sent to re-tell the story of Jesus in word and 



 7

deed. Operating in the power of the Spirit, the preacher summons the community to remember the good 

news of what God has done in the past. But in the biblical sense of “remembering” the event occurs 

again now. In the very ritual of remembering, new energy is released for faithful living into the future. 

 Who is Called to Preach the Gospel? 

Who is called and anointed to exercise this prophetic mission of the preacher in the Christian 

community? In one sense, as was mentioned earlier, the answer to that question is both simple and 

obvious: the Church. Pope Paul VI re-emphasized that clear teaching of the Second Vatican Council in 

his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Nuntiandi over three decades ago (1975). “If people proclaim in 

the world the Gospel of salvation, they do so by the command of, and in the name of and with the grace 

of Christ the Savior.... It is upon the Church that ‘there rests, by divine mandate, the duty of going out 

into the whole world and preaching the gospel to every creature.”xi

If we look to the Pentecost event as the birth of the preaching ministry of the Church, the 

description in the Acts of the Apostles includes both  women and men among the disciples of Jesus 

who were gathered in one place when suddenly they "all were filled with the Holy Spirit." The effect of 

this powerful experience of the Spirit as a "strong driving wind" and "tongues as of fire [that] came to 

rest on them" was that those who had lost hope and direction now began to "make bold proclamations 

as the Spirit prompted them" (Acts 2: 1-4).  The impact of the “anointing of the Holy Spirit” on the 

hearers of the word is even more dramatic. All gathered in Jerusalem from every nation under heaven 

heard in a tongue that he or she could understand "the marvels God had accomplished." 

In the text from the Acts of the Apostes, Peter describes this Pentecost event as an experience of 

the charism of prophecy: 

[I]t is what the prophet Joel spoke of: 

It shall come to pass in the last days, says God, 

that I will pour out a portion of my spirit on all humankind: 
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Your sons and daughters shall prophesy, 

the young shall see visions        

and the old shall dream dreams. 

Yes, even on my servants and handmaids 

I will pour out a portion of my spirit in those days, 

and they shall prophesy. (Acts 2: 16-18) 

The passage makes clear that this prophetic gift to proclaim the mystery of God and God’s ways was 

distributed widely on daughters and sons, young and old, servants and handmaids. 

This description fits the kind of gift that Aquinas later described as the charism of prophecy. For 

Thomas, the prophets are those who “know what is divinely taught,’  who “perceive what is shrouded in 

mystery” and who ‘proclaim this knowledge for the edification of others”xii  Reflecting on the exercise of that 

kind of gift in the liturgical context by both women and men in the Corinthian community, biblical scholar 

Jerome Murphy O’Connor describes it as “a ministry of the word deriving from a profound knowledge of the 

mysteries of God based on the scriptures,” and remarks: “It would very difficult to justify a distinction between 

prophecy in this sense and our contemporary liturgical homily.”xiii  

In our own day the language of being “anointed to preach” is often assumed to refer to the 

ordination of deacons, priests, and bishops. Even the language of “ministry” is disputed by some who 

want to return to the language of “apostolate” for lay ecclesial ministry and refer to lay participation in 

the ministry of the ordained. However, as Mary Collins and Frank Henderson, among others, have 

demonstrated, in the Church’s liturgical tradition the language of "anointing by the Holy Spirit" so as to 

be formed for a share in the mission of Christ was primarily the language of Christian baptism in the 

early church. Only in later practice was that language transferred to refer primarily to the ordained.xiv

The Documents of Vatican II placed a much-needed emphasis on the centrality of preaching in 

the ministry of both bishop and priestxv Bishops are reminded that the preaching of the gospel is one of 
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their principal duties (CD #12) and the first task of priests as co-workers of the bishops is “to preach 

the Gospel of God to all” ((PO #4). The preaching charism of the ordained is publicly recognized and 

celebrated by the Church and the responsibilities that flow from the mandate of bishop and priest to 

preach the gospel are clear. But the preaching mission of the Church is not limited to the preaching of 

the ordained.  

The basic anointing that confers the power to “testify to one’s faith publicly” is the anointing of 

baptism and confirmation. Both the blessing of the water and the consecration of the chrism in the 

Easter Vigil highlight that the baptized are not passive hearers of the word, but active ministers called 

to preach the gospel. The Blessing of the Water (Form C) proclaims: "You call those who have been 

baptized to announce the Good News of Jesus Christ to the people everywhere."  Likewise, the 

Consecratory Prayer over the Chrism states, "Through that anointing you transform them into the 

likeness of Christ your Son and give them a share in his royal, priestly and prophetic work (Easter 1, 

Preface 1)." 

 The most fundamental anointing from which all ministry-- including that of the ordained-- 

derives, is the anointing of baptism and confirmation. Cardinal Suenens argued that point strongly at 

the time of the Council: "[a]t baptism we all receive the fullness of the Holy Spirit, the lay[person] as 

well as the priest, bishop, or pope. The Holy Spirit cannot be received more or less, any more than a 

host is more or less consecrated."xvi Thomas Aquinas’s treatment of the sacraments of baptism and 

confirmation is another valuable resource here. Describing the relationship of confirmation to baptism 

as “growth is to birth,” Thomas  argued that the one who is baptized and confirmed receives the “power 

publicly, and as it were, ex officio, to profess faith in Christ in speech.”xvii

One of the great accomplishments of the Second Vatican Council was to restore the Pauline 

notion of the many gifts or charisms of the Spirit that are lavishly bestowed on all the baptized for the 

sake of building up the body of Christ (I Cor 12, Rom. 12, LG 7). In disputes with Cardinal Ruffini 



 10

who wanted to relegate charisms to the early church and warned that an emphasis on charisms could 

endanger the institutional church, Cardinal Suenens challenged his brother bishops to consider their 

pastoral experience: 

Does not each one of us know lay people, both men and women, in his own diocese who are 

truly called by God? These people have received various different charisms from the Spirit, for 

catechesis, evangelization, apostolic action of various types...Without these charisms, the 

ministry of the Church would be impoverished and sterile.xviii

That debate, as we know, resulted in the inclusion in Lumen Gentium of a claim that Congar had argued 

years earlier: “the holy people of God shares also in Christ’s prophetic office” (LG 12). After referring 

to the anointing which the whole body of the faithful has received from the holy one, Lumen Gentium 

#12 speaks of the Spirit distributing special graces among the faithful of every rank: “By these gifts, 

[the Spirit] makes them fit and ready to undertake various tasks and offices for the renewal and 

building up of the Church....” 

Lumen Gentium is building, of course, on Paul's insight in The First Letter to the Corinthians: 

"To each person the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good” (1 Cor. 12: 7). In the 

larger context of that passage, Paul refers specifically to two gifts directly related to preaching: the gift 

of prophecy (v. 10), and the gift of "wisdom in discourse" (v. 8). Thomas Aquinas referred to the gift 

that Paul called "wisdom in discourse" as well as to the gift of knowledge when he wrote about "the 

charism of speech" (gratia sermonis).xix   

Thomas’s insights might be used even today to measure whether one has a charism for 

preaching. The "grace of speech" as Aquinas presents it includes the ability 1) to teach in such a way 

that one instructs the intellect," 2)to delight one's audience and move the affections, so that a person 

willingly hears the word of God, and 3)to move the hearers so that they may love what is signified by 

the words and want to fulfil what is urged.xx In more contemporary terms we might say that the 
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preacher's gift and responsibility is to draw others more deeply into the mystery of God. As 

contemporary homiletic texts expand on this notion, the task of the preacher is to connect the human 

story with the story of Jesus as retold in the scriptures and celebrated in the liturgy in such a way that 

the hearers of the word are moved to "go and do likewise."xxi

This "charism of speech" is not given equally to all members of the community, but neither is it 

a grace reserved to Holy Orders. In his struggle over how to deal with what he judged as clear evidence 

from Scripture and human experience that both the grace of prophecy and the grace of speech are given 

to women as well as men, Aquinas addressed a dilemma that has important significance for any 

discussion of charisms. After quoting the First Letter to Peter, "As each has received a gift, employ it 

for one another (1 Pet 4:10)," Aquinas noted, "But certain women receive the grace of wisdom and 

knowledge, which they cannot administer to others except by the grace of speech."  

Given the Medieval conviction that women were by nature and divine creation intended to be 

subordinated socially to men, Aquinas concluded that women should exercise their gift for speech in 

the private, rather than the public, realm.xxii More important for the discussion at hand, however, is his 

conviction that a charism must be exercised; there is a dynamism to the grace of charism. Those who 

are given a "charism for preaching" have the responsibility to find ways to exercise that gift for the 

building up of the entire body of Christ. As Vatican II's "Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity" asserts: 

"From the reception of these charisms or gifts...there arise for each believer the right and duty to use 

them in the Church and in the world for the good of [humankind] and for the upbuilding of the Church" 

(AA, 3). The Code of Canon Law recognizes this as well when it states: "In virtue of their baptism and 

confirmation lay members of the Christian faithful are witnesses of the gospel message by word and by 

example of a Christian life; they can also be called upon to cooperate with the bishop and presbyters in 

the exercise of the ministry of the word” (Canon 759). Further, the baptized are not only encouraged by 

Canon Law to proclaim the gospel, but told that it is their responsibility to do so (Canon 225). 
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 Preaching in the Liturgical Context 

Does this vocation and responsibility extend to the liturgical context? Here it is important to 

consider not only canonical legislation, but also the theological, liturgical, and pastoral dimensions of 

this question. Some have argued that recent legislation and interpretations of canon law on this question 

have settled the question about whether lay preaching at Eucharist is possible in the negative. For that 

reason it may be helpful to review the major legislative documents, interpretations, and disputes related 

to this question since the promulgation of the 1983 Code of Canon Law before turning to the 

underlying theological, liturgical, and pastoral reasons for pursuing this question. 

Canonical Legislation since the 1983 Code of Law 

Some have argued that the question of whether lay persons may preach at Eucharist has been 

answered definitively in the revised Code of Canon Law in 1983 by Canon 767.1 which states: 

“Among the forms of preaching, the homily, which is part of the liturgy itself and is reserved to a priest 

or a deacon, is preeminent....” (emphasis added). But not all canonists agree that that canon must be 

interpreted as excluding all lay preaching after the gospel; hence the ongoing debate in canonical as 

well as theological and liturgical publications on this question.  

In 1987 the Pontifical Commission for the Authentic Interpretation of the Code was asked 

“Whether the diocesan bishop can dispense from the norm of Canon 761, no. 1 which reserves the 

homily to a priest or deacon?” and responded with a one-word response: “no.” Once again, however, 

canonists have suggested that this “enigmatic as well as laconic response” did not settle the question 

definitively since “normally a diocesan bishop can dispense from a disciplinary law for the spiritual 

good of his people and this is a disciplinary law.”xxiii   

The following year (1988), the Congregation for Divine Worship published the Directory for 

Sunday Celebrations in the Absence of a Priest. That document argues that “in order that the 

participants may retain the word of God, there should be an explanation of the readings of a period of 
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silence for reflection.” Remarking that “only a pastor or deacon may give a homily” (and citing Canons 

766-767 on this point), the document recommends that “it is desirable that the pastor prepare a homily 

and give it to the leader of the assembly to read” (n. 43). The document defers, however, to the 

authority of local bishops’ conferences: “In this matter the decision of the conference of bishops are to 

be followed” (no. 43).xxiv

Nine years later, however, the Congregation for the Clergy and seven other Vatican 

congregations issued an instruction that described lay ministries, including lay preaching, as “the 

collaboration of the non-ordained faithful in the sacred ministry of the priest.” Approved in forma 

specifica by Pope John Paul II (and thus becoming a form of legislation which is not typical of 

instructions issued by Vatican congregations), that instruction clearly identified liturgical preaching as 

the prerogative and responsibility of the ordained, something that can be done by the non-ordained only 

by way of exception. According to the 1997 instruction, lay preaching cannot be regarded as “an 

ordinary occurrence nor as authentic promotion of the laity” and bishops are not free to dispense from 

this restriction because this regulation ‘touches upon the closely connected functions of teaching and 

sanctifying” xxv  The Instruction goes so far as to state that “all previous norms which may have 

admitted the non-ordained faithful to preaching the homily during the Holy Eucharist are to be 

considered abrogated by canon 767, § 1.”xxvi At the same time, the Instruction recognizes that the non-

ordained faithful “participate in the prophetic function of Christ, are constituted as his witnesses and 

afforded the "sensus fidei" and the grace of the Word” and remarks that “All are called to grow even 

more as "heralds of faith in things to be hoped for (cf. Hebrews 11, 1).”xxvii  Further it states that laity 

can preach in the form of “instruction or testimony” at Eucharistic liturgies “if this is opportune, as 

long as these forms of preaching cannot be confused with the homily.”xxviii In addition, the Instruction 

allows that “the celebrant minister may make prudent use of "dialogue" in the homily, in accord with 

the liturgical norms” (citing “The Directory of Masses for Children” at this point).xxix  
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A clear concern of the more restrictive passages in this Instruction is the connection between 

preaching and the teaching office of the Church.xxx  A related concern is the assumption that if lay 

ministers exercise ministries of the word within the liturgical context, people will become confused 

about the proper role of the priest, a concern which is repeated in numerous documents that follow.  

The General Instruction of the Roman Missal issued in 2002 reiterates the longstanding claim 

that “the homily is part of the liturgical action,” citing Sacrosanctum Concilium (The Constitution on 

the Sacred Liturgy), nos. 7, 33, and 52 on this point. Yet it is significant to note that the understanding 

of the homily in the conciliar constitution issued in 1963 was not considered to restrict preaching after 

the gospel in the context of Eucharist to the ordained a decade later when the Congregation for the 

Clergy authorized the request by the German bishops for lay preaching at Eucharist in 1973 (a point to 

which we will return in the section that follows).  

The document which has issued the most sweeping restrictions on lay preaching in the liturgical 

context is the Instruction “Redemptionis Sacramentum” issued by the Congregation for Divine Worship 

and the Discipline of the Sacrament in 2004. That document explicitly recognizes that previous norms 

“may have admitted non-ordained faithful to give the homily during the Eucharistic celebration.” 

Nevertheless, it calls for the restriction of the practice. 

The homily, which is given in the course of the 

celebration of Holy Mass and is a part of the 

Liturgy itself should ordinarily be given by the Priest celebrant himself. He 

may entrust it to a concelebrating Priest or occasionally, according to circumstances, to 

a Deacon, but never to a layperson.... 

It should be borne in mind that any previous norm that may have admitted non-ordained faithful 
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to give the homily during the Eucharistic celebration is to be considered abrogated by the norm of 

canon 767 §1. This practice is reprobated, so that it cannot be 

permitted to attain the force of custom. 

The prohibition of the admission of laypersons to preach within the Mass applies also to 

seminarians, students of theological disciplines, and those who have assumed the function of those 

known as “pastoral assistants”; nor is there to be any exception 

for any other kind of layperson, or group, or community, or 

association.xxxi

Although the prohibition of preaching by lay persons in the context of Eucharist is clearly stated here, 

questions about that strict interpretation of the conciliar documents and the 1983 Code of Canon Law continue to arise 

from both canonical and pastoral perspectives. Canonists have pointed out that this Instruction from the Congregation 

for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments “remains a non-legislative document that implements but 

does not supersede already existing law (such as, for example, the USCCB norm on lay preaching in the United States 

or those of other bishops’ conferences).xxxii

Theological, Liturgical, and Pastoral Perspectives and Questions  

Underlying these recent Vatican documents and canonical interpretations and disputes are 

theological and liturgical concerns, notably about the nature of the homily as a form of worship and the 

identity and role of those ordained to the ministerial priesthood as distinct from those who share in the 

one baptismal priesthood (including lay ecclesial ministers). At the same time there is a clear pastoral 

need for preachers–both lay and ordained-- who can draw others into a deeper living of the gospel. 

Further, there is a growing number of gifted and trained baptized persons who are not ordained, but 



 16

who could share their charism for preaching in the liturgical context as well as in broader pastoral 

ministries.  In addition, there is a documented history of authorized lay preaching within the Catholic 

Church, a history which has included liturgical preaching and been initiated at times by bishops or 

bishops’ conferences. Hence the pastoral question continues to recur: Why does the Church not 

authorize those who give evidence of the charism for preaching and who are trained for that ministry to 

exercise that gift in the liturgical context when needed in concrete pastoral situations? 

Is this Question an Important One for this Commission? 

Some have questioned whether the question of authorization for lay liturgical preaching should 

be a primary concern today, when so many other clear pastoral challenges abound. We have already 

noted that all of the activities and relationships in which the baptized promote the reign of God are part 

of the preaching mission of the Church. An increasing number of pastoral ministers who have not been 

ordained are involved in ministries of the word including spiritual direction, teaching, theologizing, 

pastoral counseling, and the leadership of parish communities. Both women and men who are not 

ordained are now involved in ministries very explicitly identified as preaching the gospel: 

evangelization and missionary work, members of itinerant preaching teams, pastoral associates, leaders 

of faith-sharing groups based on the scriptures. These preachers direct retreats and days of recollection, 

preside at morning and evening prayer and services of the word, and form the faith of the Church as 

catechists involved in the Rites of Christian Initiation. 

At a previous meeting of the Dominican International Preaching Commission, one of the friars 

a observed that even for ordained Dominicans, their primary–and often most effective–preaching 

ministry occurs outside the liturgical context in ministries that are not at all restricted to the ordained 

and where others may be more effective. Others on the Commission and beyond have pointed out that 

most of the people in our world who hunger for the good news of salvation or liberation–especially in 

highly secularized societies-- are not to be found in our churches. Some have pointed to Jesus himself, 
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who as a lay man in his own religious tradition, announced the reign of God in ways that were not 

limited to events of public teaching or preaching, and which rarely took place in a liturgical setting. 

On the one hand, it is important to keep any discussion of liturgical preaching in that broader 

context and to realize that the vocation to preach is not identical to--or dependent on-- canonical 

permission to preach at the Eucharist. Further, one positive side effect of the growing restriction of lay 

persons from preaching in that context is the challenge it presents to all of us to be more creative about 

what our preaching vocation entails and where we are called to exercise that ministry. Dominic, for 

example, stayed up all night in a dialogical preaching in a pub and spent a lot of time talking to the 

heretics of his day. Catherine of Siena’s preaching journeys, mystical writing, political activity and 

even letter-writing offer other often overlooked ways of preaching as does Fra Angelico’s preaching 

through art. 

On the other hand, it is precisely because we are a sacramental Church that the question of 

liturgical preaching arises. It may be true that many people who need to hear the gospel are not in our 

churches, but one factor for their absence may be precisely the quality of preaching that is available 

there on a regular basis. For the majority of those who do attend worship regularly, the homily at the 

Sunday Eucharist is the one time when they hear the word of God preached. We profess to believe that 

the Eucharist is the highest and fullest word of the Church–it is, as Congar once wrote, “the Church at 

full stretch.” If we treasure our sacramental heritage, surely we hope to draw others into sharing the 

source and summit of our faith. We encourage our communities to reflect on the connections between 

the “liturgy of ordinary life” and the sacraments of the Church where we profess, celebrate, and deepen 

that faith. What are we saying to our communities-- and especially to women --when we say that the 

words and lives of lay believers may draw you to the Eucharistic mystery, but their testimony has no 

place within that celebration, or at least not until the sacred celebration has closed with the post-

communion prayer? 
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Diverse Charisms and Ministries of the Word in the History of the Church 

It is precisely the richness of our experience of the many charisms entrusted to the community 

and the multiple ministries of preaching exercised by baptized women and men who are not ordained 

that has led local communities to question the restriction of the preeminent preaching of the Church, 

the Eucharistic homily, to the ordained (and therefore also, only to male members of the community). 

We know from the history of preaching as well as from pastoral experience in this diocese (Toronto) 

among others that this has not always been the case. There is in our tradition a history of authorized lay 

preaching particularly in the early church and in the Middle Ages, by women as well as men.xxxiii At 

the same time, the practice regularly was contested on a variety of grounds–lack of sound doctrine, 

inferior status, or lay persons usurping the role of the ordained, and the preaching of lay women was 

restricted more often than that of lay men. The classic Medieval arguments proscribing preaching by 

women were that it was the divinely intended order that women should be subject to men according to 

both the creation story in Genesis 2 and the narrative of the Fall in Genesis 3. To teach and persuade is 

the task not of subjects, but of prelates; hence men are more fit for the task. Second, if a woman were to 

preach, a man’s mind might be enticed to lust (quoting Ecclesiasticus: “Many have been misled by a 

woman’s beauty.” 9:11). And finally, because generally speaking, women are not perfected in wisdom 

so as to be fit to be entrusted with public teaching.”  Those reasons were cited by Humbert of Romans, 

for example in his “Treatise on the Formation of Preachers” and appear again in Aquinas’s rationale for 

why women’s preaching should be relegated to the private sphere. Further, both cite John Chrysostom 

(although Humbert attributes the quotation to Bernard), recalling the caution of Paul’s First Letter to 

Timothy. As Humbert cites it: A woman taught once and wrecked the whole world.”xxxiv

The good news is that in our own day, none of those reasons for restricting lay preaching or 

women’s preaching hold or are offered as a rationale for restricting liturgical preaching to the ordained. 

On the contrary, thirty-five years ago (1973) –within the first  decade after the Second Vatican 
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Council-- it was the German Bishops Conference that sent a request to Rome petitioning for lay 

pastoral assistants–many of whom were women–to preach at liturgy after the gospel. The rationale for 

their request cited the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, the theology of the baptismal priesthood that 

can be found in multiple documents, the prophetic office of the laity, and the charisms distributed to the 

baptized for the building of the Body of Christ. As the bishops wrote: "since the Church teaches that 

the entire community preaches the gospel and celebrates the liturgy, the responsibility for maintaining 

the office of preaching should not be given to the priest alone...Lay preaching is a way of making 

visible the different charisms, services and offices which exist in the Christian community without 

detracting from the unity of its mission."xxxv The more practical reasons which the  bishops included 

in their petition are even more accurate descriptions of the Church three and a half decades later. The 

bishops pointed to the shortage of clergy, the number of theologically literate lay persons [in Germany] 

and the need for more effective preaching. Their petition was granted for eight years and lay preaching 

flourished in Germany during that time. Similar petitions were sent to Rome at that time by the Swiss, 

Austrian, and East German bishops, all of which were approved. 

In the United States and Canada around the same time, there was similar evidence of the kind of 

evangelical energy and passion for preaching which  Evangelii Nuntiandi had encouraged.xxxvi This 

included the formation of  itinerant preaching teams of women and men, many of them Dominicans, 

evangelization teams, Bible study groups, collaborative parish ministry teams that included preaching, 

a large number of women and lay men seeking theological and pastoral training for a variety of 

ministries of the word, the development of highly successful institutes and training programs in 

homiletics.xxxvii During the 1970s when the German bishops successfully proposed that lay preaching at 

Eucharist could be a service to the Church as a whole, rather than a threat to the ministry of the 

ordained, at least one woman was given official canonical faculties to preach, including preaching at 

Eucharist by a diocesan bishop in the United States (Kathleen Cannon, O.P. was granted faculties by 
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Archbishop John Whelan of New Haven, Connecticut in 1976). 

In 1982, the Dominican Leadership Conference in the United States sponsored a conference on 

“Preaching and the Non-Ordained.” That proceedings of that conference were subsequently published 

and became part of a growing body of literature that offered theological, biblical, liturgical, and 

canonical grounding for the growing practice of lay preaching including liturgical preaching. The next 

year the New Code of Canon Law was promulgated which, in spite of its explicit restriction of the 

preaching of “the homily at Eucharist” to the ordained, was widely viewed as encouraging and 

extending the possibilities for lay preaching. In a number of dioceses and certainly in missionary 

countries in the 1970s and 1980s, lay preaching was not only officially approved but also actively 

encouraged by some bishops when lay women and men gave evidence of having a love of the word of 

God, a charism to preach and the appropriate training for that ministry.  

Theological Issues at Stake 

At the same time, the practice of lay preaching–especially in the context of Eucharist or one of 

the other sacraments–has not been without its critics as we noted above. It is no secret that the practice 

is far more restricted now than it was twenty or thirty years ago–and this in spite of the fact that we 

have many more lay persons with biblical, theological, pastoral, and homiletic training that is 

comparable to, or in some cases surpasses, that of the ordained. How are we to account for that?  

Rather than a proposing a single reason, it is more helpful to see the issue in the context of a larger set 

of issues that are intertwined including questions of the reception and interpretation of Vatican II, the 

relationship of the baptismal priesthood and the ministerial priesthood, the authority of bishops in their 

own local church, the leadership and authority of national bishops’ conferences, the selection of 

bishops, appointments to curial positions, the choice of theological advisors by the Vatican, disputed 

understandings of sacramental theology and liturgical roles, and concerns about women’s roles and 

voices in the Church, especially those that have been influenced by what is perceived to be “secular 
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feminism.”  

The Homily as “Part of the Liturgy” and “Firm Presidency” 

From a theological and liturgical perspective, the central reason that is offered for why 

preaching at Eucharist is restricted to the ordained is that the homily is "part of the liturgy itself" and 

therefore necessarily reserved to a bishop, priest, or deacon.xxxviii  The basic concern here is about what 

constitutes the public worship of the Church and how roles are to be exercised within liturgy. Yet as the 

German bishops pointed out, “the entire Church celebrates the liturgy” and the Constitution on the 

Liturgy called for “full, conscious, and active participation” in that worship. So too is the proclamation 

of the readings or the role of the cantor “part of the liturgy itself,” but we do not reserve those roles to 

the ordained. At stake here are several other issues. In addition to the question of who celebrates the 

liturgy, there is the nature of the homily and the specific role it plays in liturgy, as well as an 

understanding of the nature and function of the presider’s role in the liturgy.  

In terms of the nature of the homily, its “essential role” within the liturgy is to serve as hinge 

between the proclamation of the word of God and the celebration of the Eucharist. As the U.S. 

Bishops’ document Fulfilled in Your Hearing states “”the homily points to the presence of God in 

people’s lives and then leads a congregation into the Eucharist, providing, as it were, the motive for 

celebrating the Eucharist in this time and place.”xxxix The document notes that this role properly 

belongs to the presiding minister, but that it may occasionally be fitting for someone else to preach.  

What is not clear is this: If the presider can still effectively exercise the presidential when another 

ordained person (a deacon or visiting priest) preaches, why is this not the case when another baptized 

minister of the word preaches?  In either case, it is important for the presider to exercise what liturgical 

theologian David Power calls a “firm presidency...through which the interpretation of the word carries 

over into the proclamation of the blessing and the offer of the sacrament to the community.”xl But in 

Power’s judgment, that charism of liturgical leadership “is quite compatible with the multiple exercise 
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of charisms of proclamation and interpretation by other members of the community.”  Writing in 1985, 

he remarked that “Today it is evident that many of the baptized are gifted and called to present and 

interpret the meaning of God’s word, ans proclaimed in the scriptures and active in the lives of the 

faithful. Room must be made therefore, to allow lay persons to give the homily at Eucharist and other 

liturgical services.”xli  Liturgical theologian Mary Collins had argued in similar vein several years 

earlier, adding the dimension of “ecclesial experience” as a confirmation of those claims.She writes: “if 

Eucharist is the act of the whole Church and if the ordained is one who presides within, not over, the 

community of believers, then "[e]cclesial  experience confirms that it is possible for one who presides 

within the liturgical assembly to engage another believer to lead them all together into deeper 

communion with the mystery of Christ by the power of the word, and this collaborative ordering does 

not fracture the sacrament of unity.xlii  

The Central Pastoral Concern: Hearing the Word of God 

The Directory of Masses for Children, published by the Congregation for Divine Worship in 

1973, the same year as the request of the German bishops,  and still in effect, offers another pastoral 

rationale for lay preaching at Eucharist when it states that "one of the adults may speak after the gospel, 

especially if the priest finds it hard to adapt himself to the mentality of children."xliii The central 

pastoral concern here is clear: Whoever can most effectively communicate God's word to the 

community of gathered children should preach at the Eucharist. Again there is a clear recognition that 

the exercise of the charism of preaching in the context of Eucharist, need not be restricted to the 

ordained. This is not to deny that the Eucharistic preaching is a form of worship, but to expand our 

notion of who may play an active role in that worship, just as the cantor and lector do. It is also not to 

deny that the presider has a particular role to exercise in preaching –or incorporating the preaching of 

another–into the unity of word and sacrament. Rather, it is to suggest that presiders can exercise that 

leadership collaboratively, calling for the gifts of others when it is for the good of the community.xliv  
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Distinction of Baptismal Priesthood and Ministerial Priesthood 

All of these are important arguments that need to be considered and debated in light of our 

pastoral experience of lay preaching and the pastoral crisis of preaching in which we find ourselves.  

But they are not new discoveries.  So far as I can see, the underlying issue remains one that was raised 

at the time when the initial permission was granted for the German preaching experiment. The 

Congregation for the Clergy affirmed that the people of God share responsibility for proclaiming the 

word of God, but expressed  a concern about “whether extending the office of preaching to the laity 

will obscure the essential distinction between the ministerial priesthood of priests and the universal 

priesthood of believers.”xlv

That concern was only heightened by ecumenical developments and calls within the Roman 

Catholic Church for ordination of married men beyond the diaconate and for serious discussion of the 

ordination of women. In recent years and subsequent Vatican documents such as the 1997 Instruction 

on “Some Questions Regarding Collaboration of Nonordained Faithful in Priests’ Sacred Ministry,” 

and the letter from the Congregation for the Clergy on “The Priest: Teacher of the Word, Minister of 

the Sacraments, Leader of the Community” (Origins Vol 29, September 9, 1999, 198-211),  the 

concern over a presumed confusion about the distinct identity of the ordained seems to have 

overshadowed two other pastoral concerns: 1) that the word of God be preached and heard more 

effectively; and 2) that the community recognize and celebrate not only the ministerial role of the 

ordained, but also genuine ministries of the word exercised by other baptized members of the 

community who are not ordained. 

I think the question facing us is not primarily that of “Who is Anointed for Mission and Called 

to Preach the Gospel” or even in what context, but how in a polarized time in the history of the Church 

do we reclaim the baptismal priesthood of all the faithful and the diverse charisms that the Spirit has 

bestowed on the Church. This includes fuller understanding of the charism of ministerial priesthood 
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and what it means to exercise the presider’s role in the celebration of the sacraments, especially the 

Eucharist, but that does not exhaust the Spirit’s gifts for the sake of building up the Body of Christ nor 

the ministries of the word bestowed upon the baptized. So long as we see the priesthood and ministries 

of the baptized and the ministerial priesthood of the ordained as in competition with one another rather 

than as diverse blessings for the one Body of Christ, we will not have the energy, the vision, or the 

boldness to engage the real crisis of preaching that faces all of us.  

    Given the clear pastoral need for more effective preaching, the decrease in the numbers of the 

ordained, and the increase in the numbers of lay ministers–both women and men–who are gifted and 

prepared to preach, we can only hope that more of our own bishops might take a lead from the third-

century bishops of Jerusalem and Caesarea who invited the gifted catechist Origen to preach in their 

local churches. When Demetrius, his local bishop, summoned Origen home for his breach of discipline 

since he was not an ordained presbyter and lay persons were not to preach in the presence of bishops,  

his brother bishops replied: “I know not how [Demetrius] comes to say what is completely untrue.  For 

whenever persons able to instruct the brethren are found, they are exhorted by the holy bishops to 

preach to the people” (The Church Hst.of Eusebius, 6.19.18). 

 

Postscript for the International Dominican Preaching Commission 

One of the purposes for the formation of the International Dominican Commission on Preaching 

was to consider how as an Order of Preachers “can we open and widen institutional authorisation to 

preach?” xlvi Theological issues related to that question need to be explored in theological writing and 

in public conferences, perhaps some that would be sponsored by the Order. A first step could be to 

establish a section of our website where articles that address this question from diverse points of view 

are posted and a theological exchange is encouraged.  More broadly–and without ignoring this disputed 

question–we need to do what we can to keep a concern for effective preaching and the spread of the 
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word of God at the forefront of the concerns facing the Church precisely because preaching is at the 

center of the Church’s mission and identity. As Stanley Marrow once wrote, “a crisis in the Church is 

always a crisis of preaching.” 

The  issues included in this paper–and others which the Commission may identify–need to be 

named and discussed where possible. It is important for us to do further theological and canonical work 

and publishing on the question of liturgical preaching even if prudence suggests that the best way to 

foster more lay preaching including liturgical preaching may not be through seeing a change of 

legislation or seeking official approval or guidelines. If we are to make a theological case for the value 

of lay liturgical preaching, we need to listen to and engage in genuine dialogue with those who are 

convinced that liturgical preaching is properly the role of the ordained and, like Aquinas, try to take 

account of their reasoning and concerns. We also need to document (and make available to others in the 

Church) the rich history of lay preaching and collaborative preaching that we have experienced as a 

Dominican Family and which has nourished the faith of our communities. 

During the Bishops Synod on the Word of God last October, Bishop Luis Tagle of The 

Philippines  highlighted the importance of listening to the People of God as a crucial dimension of 

preaching and the need for the Church to learn to listen as God listens, “particularly to the poorest and 

the most fragile.” xlvii Cardinal Oscar Andrés Rodríguez of Tegucigalpa, Honduras, highlighted the 

contribution of the Delegates of the Word to evangelization in Central America and remarked that the 

“new evangelization will become a reality and an explicit announcement of Jesus Christ, only in the 

measure that it will be founded on the Word of God, will be open to the laity, and will guarantee the 

future of the Church through the formation of communities.”xlviii For the most part, however, although 

a number of bishops lamented the lack of effective preaching and the need for more effective 

preachers, few made the connection that Cardinal Suenens made four decades ago: 

Does not each one of us know lay people, both men and women, in his own diocese who are 
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truly called by God? These people have received various different charisms from the Spirit, for 

catechesis, evangelization, apostolic action of various types...Without these charisms, the 

ministry of the Church would be impoverished and sterile.xlix

What  might we have learned about the depths of that crisis and the hungers of the people of 

God if the 2008 Synod of Bishops on the Word of God had been preceded by listening sessions  in 

every local church, beginning with the three questions with which Pope Paul VI began his Apostolic 

Exhortation on Evangelization? 

1) In our day, what has happened to that hidden energy of the Good News, which is able to have 

a powerful effect on the human conscience?  

2) To what extent and in what way is that evangelical force capable of really transforming the 

people of this century? 

and 3) What methods should be followed in order that the power of the Gospel may have its effect?l

Even as we hope for the Spirit to prompt that kind of listening process among the bishops, it is important for us 

to take initiatives in fostering all of the creative modes of evangelization that are open to us. As it is said of our 

sister Catherine of Siena, “Catherine went about preaching the Gospel in all the ways open to her” following 

her own exhortation to “preach the Word as if you had a hundred thousand voices. It is silence that kills the 

world.” 

Some specific questions the Commission might consider: 

1. What is the connection between Dominican profession and the charism to preach? 
If religious profession is an intensification of baptismal commitment, does profession as a Dominican (any 
branch of the Order) carry with it any form of mandate, authorization, or support from the Order for the 
preaching ministry of the non-ordained members of the Order (which includes all of the women of the Order)? 
Does this extend to liturgical preaching? Why or why not? 
 
2. Is it permissible for non-ordained members of the Order who give evidence of a charism and appropriate 
theological training to preach at Eucharist when there is a pastoral need or value to doing so? Why or why not?  
Does this apply to other baptized members of the liturgical community?  If so, what is the pastoral 
responsibility of the presider? pastor? bishop?  
 
3. Does it seem advisable to seek to influence changes in canon law or its interpretation or implementation by 
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Vatican congregations and bishops at the present time? Why or why not? 
 
4. Proposal for discussion:  That this Commission of the Order follow up on the forthcoming report on the 
Synod on the Word of God with a publication that highlights the contributions of women and lay preachers to 
the preaching ministry and possible models of collaborative preaching that could expand the Church’s 
preaching ministry. 
 
5.What is the connection between this Commission’s work and the Jubilee celebration of the Order with 
preaching themes designated for each year?  How can we be instrumental in publicizing these Jubilee themes 
more widely and seeing that they have an impact on the Dominican Family throughout the world? 
 
6. Proposal for discussion: That this Commission initiate an international conference on “women and 
preaching” in 2012. (For Dominicans? Sponsored by Dominican Order? What kind of conference? Discussion 
of papers? Sharing of experiences of preachers and preaching teams around the world with a view to 
expanding and creating opportunities to preach?) 

Mary Catherine Hilkert, O.P.          
Dominican Sisters of Akron, Ohio (soon to be Dominican Sisters of Peace), U.S.A. 
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Instruction incorrectly cites Canon 766as saying that “lay people may preach outside Mass in churches or 

oratories....(161), whereas Canon 766 does not contain the words “outside Mass.”  Further, although the 1997 
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Sacrosanctum Concilium, nos. 7, 33, and 52 on this point. However, that conciliar Constitution issued 
in 1963 did not prevent the authorization by the Congregation for the Clergy of the request by the 
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task for the friars alone but needed the reflection of the whole family if the Order was to grow in all its 
branches.” 
 

xlvii 45. “Synod on God's Word Considers God's Listening: Filipino Bishop 

Suggests 3 Ways to Hear Better” Zenit (Vatican) Website, 

October 10, 2008. 
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