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Preface 

In many ways Confident and Competent is a 
conservative book. This surprises us, because we have 
always thought of ourselves as liberals, if not 
radicals. It is curious, too, because Confident and 
Competent advocates many basic changes. 

This is why Confident and Competent is 
conservative: 

1. We believe in the institutional church. Many
in our generation do not. At times we, too, wonder if 
perhaps the institutional church has done more harm 
than good. The church's insensitivity to women is 
only a current example of its frailty. Our life 
experience, however, has confirmed the importance 
of institutions in general and the institutional church 
specifically. We are both involved in the institu
tional church and have worked for many years in 
church-based community organizations. 

2. We believe in the hierarchical nature of the
church. Not that we think that the bishops and 
priests should make all the decisions, while those in 
the pews "pray, pay and obey." But we do see the 
benefit of a hierarchy of functions. When each level 
of the hierarchy attends to its competency, reform 
can be implemented efficiently, while tradition can 
be preserved. 
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Chapter II: Vocation 

But you are a chosen race, the King's priests, 
the holy nation, God's own people, chosen to 
proclaim the wonderful acts of God, who 
called you out of darkness into his own 
marvelous light. 

-1 Peter 2:9

The clerical vocation shortage presents both an 
opportunity and a threat to the post Vatican II, 
lay-centered church. The opportunity is a rec
ognition of the great outpouring of gifts among all 
God's people for serv ice inside the church. The 
threat is a deceptive narrowing of the church's vision 
that allows the enthusiasm for internal ministries to 
divert the church from its challenge to sustain and 
improve the world. 

If they are to be the church at work in the 
world, laypeople need to understand that their 
vocation is as real as any bishop's, priest's, sister's or 
brother's. Through baptism Christians are called to 
service, to ministry, to the task of building up the 
kingdom of God on earth. 
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Chapter Ill: 

Spirituality of Work 

So God created human beings, making them to 
be like himself. He created them male and 
female, blessed them, and said, "Have many 
children, so that your descendants will live all 
over the ear th and br ing it under their 
control." 

-Genesis 1:27-28
-

Laypeople must realize that their daily work is 
the primary means by which they help bring about 
the kingdom of God. Any spirituality which detracts 
or distracts from work is therefore counter
productive. 

In the final sentences of his encyclical On

Human Work, Pope John Paul II wrote: "Let the 
Christian who listens to the living word of God, 
uniting work with prayer, know the place his work 
has not only in earth ly progress but also in the 
development of the kingdom of God, to which we 
are all called through the power of the Holy Spirit 
and through the word of the gospel." 1
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neighborhood responsibilities, then the phrase 
"spirituality of work" no longer sounds so strange. 

At the heart of a work-centered spirituality is 
the relationship between the perfection of things and 
institutions on the one hand and the perfection of 
human beings on the other. The first aim of work is 
to bring creation toward perfection. If one's work 
entails production of physical objects, then it means 
building the best objects possible: spacecraft 
launchers, automobiles, books, works of art. If one's 
work is service, then those services must be brought 
to successful completion: administering therapy, 
serving a meal, giving a lecture, or finishing the 
family laundry. If one is responsible for the 
institutions of society, then work entails making those 
institutions responsive: by serving on a community 
board, voting in an election, writing a letter to an 
editor, participating in a union or a professional 
association. 

The second aim of work, however, is the 
completion, harmonization, and realization of the 
worker. The perfection of creation must include the 
perfection of the person doing the work. To finish a 
job, to do work well, to bring things into perfection, 
takes more than technical skill. It takes a sense of 
ownership of the work being performed, a pride in 
its execution, and a recognition of its value. 

Good work requires a respect for its own strict 
and binding rules. Space exploration, for example, 
has its own inner rules which, if not respected, will 
cause destruction-despite the best intentions of the 
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Chapter IV: Self-Interest 

When people criticize me, this is how I defend 
myself: Don't I have the right to be given food 
and drink for my work? Don't I have the right 
to follow the example of the other apostles and 
the Lord's brothers and Peter, by taking a 
Christian wife with me on my trips? 

-1 Corinthians 9:3-5

In developing their own spirituality, confident, 
competent laypeople must act in a complex world of 
jobs, families and neighborhoods, a world that is 
neither a garden of pure good nor a bottomless pit of 
evil. Choices are seldom made between absolute 
good and total evil; more often they are made among 
conflicting goods. The right thing sometimes gets 
done for the wrong reason. Other times the wrong 
thing gets done out of good intentions. 

Any road to holiness for the layperson must 
wind around the twists and bends of mixed motives. 
And if the church in preparation and reflection is to 
be truly helpful to the church at work in the world, 
then it must help the laity deal with its day-to-day 
experience. 
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