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Our amazing history as Church 
A timeline: from baptized disciple participating in the ministry of Jesus 

toward a mere recipient of the sacraments and spectator at liturgy 

—and back again to participation in ministry, synodality, and discipleship 

 

Period Development 
Effect on participation / primary 

sources 

c. 30–100 

Baptism, Spirit, Eucharist, charisms and 

mission define Christian identity. Ministries 

differ, but every member contributes to the 

Body. 

“I have received the Spirit for the 

good of the Body.” Acts 2:37–47; Rom 

6:3–11; 1 Cor 12; 1 Pet 2:4–10 

c. 100–250 

 

  

Bishops, presbyters and deacons are 

established; initiation remains demanding and 

communal. Worship joins prayer, Eucharist 

and care for the poor. 

“I have been initiated into a way of 

life.” Justin, First Apology 65–67 

Justin Martyr, c. 155 — the “before” picture.  

In First Apology 65–67, the baptized gather; Scripture is proclaimed; the presider exhorts them to live 

what they have heard; everyone prays; the people answer Amen; Eucharist is distributed and taken 

by deacons to the absent; and voluntary offerings support widows, orphans, prisoners, strangers and 

others in need.  

 

The pattern is striking: 

Word → Prayer → Eucharist → Participation → Care for the poor. 

 

313–325 

Constantine favors Christianity, restores 

church property, builds churches, and grants 

clergy civil privileges and exemptions. 

Christianity moves from a marginal 

community toward public institution. 

Eusebius, Church History X.5–7 

Constantine, c. 313 — clergy become a legally privileged category.  

Eusebius preserves Constantine's letter ordering that those “commonly called clergymen” be 

exempted from civic obligations so they can devote themselves to religious service. This does not 

create clericalism, but it is historically significant: clergy have become a formally recognized, 

privileged social group. 

 

4th 

century 

Congregations grow; basilicas, elaborate 

liturgy and differentiated ministerial spaces 

develop. Vigorous lay participation 

nevertheless continues. 

  

Greater possibility of worship being 

experienced as something performed 

before a congregation. Egeria, Itinerary 

24–49; Laodicea, canons 19–23 
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Period Development 
Effect on participation / primary 

sources 

Laodicea, later fourth century — boundaries become visible.  

Canon 19 describes differentiated liturgical roles and reserves approaching the altar for communion 

to the priesthood. Other canons distinguish deacons, subdeacons, readers, and singers and regulate 

access to liturgical spaces.  

 

Differentiation is not itself spectatorship. But Christians increasingly see: 

altar in front ↔ congregation at the back 

clergy preside ↔ laity watch 

sacred ministers act ↔ baptized faithful move to background 

 

380 

onward 

Nicene Christianity receives imperial 

establishment under Theodosius I. 

Christianity increasingly becomes a 

social identity as well as a converted 

way of life. Cunctos populos (380) 

4th–5th c. 

Ascetic and monastic Christianity flourishes; 

radical discipleship becomes especially 

associated with monks, virgins, and 

increasingly clergy. 

Risk of a two-tier imagination: religious 

vocation vs ordinary Christian life. 

Leo the Great, 453 — preaching belongs to priests. Leo says neither monk nor layperson, 

however knowledgeable, should assume public teaching or preaching, which he reserves to the 

priestly rank. That gives us another historical marker: 

The baptized hear. 

The ordained preach. 

Early 

Middle 

Ages 

Latin remains liturgical while vernacular 

languages develop; sanctuary distinctions = 

clerical formation and literacy increasingly 

distinguish clergy. 

Priests increasingly “celebrate” while 

average people attend, receive, support 

and observe. 

High 

Middle 

Ages 

Eucharistic devotion increasingly emphasizes 

seeing the consecrated Host; lay Communion 

becomes relatively infrequent. 

Seeing can become more prominent 

than sacramentally actions 

1215 
Lateran IV requires Communion at least 

annually. 

The rule itself witnesses to how 

infrequent lay reception could be. 

Lateran IV, canon 21 

16th 

century 

onward 

Reformation and Catholic Reform sharpen 

questions of priesthood, sacrament and 

authority. Trent defends sacramental 

Strong clergy/laity differentiation 

continues, alongside rich lay 
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Period Development 
Effect on participation / primary 

sources 

priesthood while reforming abuses and 

clerical formation. 

confraternities, devotions, and 

charitable activity. 

19th–20th 

c. 

Biblical, patristic, and liturgical renewal; 

frequent Communion; Catholic Action; 

Liturgical Movement. 

The Church begins recovering 

conscious participation and lay 

apostolate. Pius X; Pius XII, Mediator 

Dei 

1962–65 

Vatican II retrieves Baptism, People of God, 

common priesthood, charisms, universal Call 

to Holiness, lay apostolate, and mission. 

From recipient toward participant. 

Liturgy doc #s 14, 48;  

Church doc #s 9–12, 30–38;  

Laity doc #s 2–3;  

Missionary doc #s 43; AG 35–36 

The Constitution on the Liturgy #14  

Full, conscious and active participation belongs to the Christian people as their “right and duty by 

reason of their baptism.”  

 

#48 explicitly says the faithful are not to be “strangers or silent spectators”; they participate, give 

thanks, offer with the priest, and learn to offer themselves. 

 

The Constitution on the Church #33 enlarges participation beyond liturgy: the lay apostolate is 

itself participation in the saving mission of the Church, and Baptism and Confirmation 

commission the faithful for it. 

 

21st 

century 

Missionary discipleship and synodality 

develop this toward co-responsibility. 

“The mission isn't Father's. The 

mission is ours.”  

Joy of the Gospel (+Francis) 119–121; 

Synod Final Document (2024) 

 

 

 


