
What If I Disagree? 
The call to lay ecclesial ministry is 
deeply personal. It is also 
profoundly ecclesial. It always 
takes place within and on behalf 
of the church community. As a lay 
ecclesial minister, I am part of a 
common project, working toward 
a common goal. Even if I serve 
alone, I still serve on behalf of the 
Body of Christ. 
 
But what if I disagree with what 
church leaders are saying or 
doing? What if I cannot accept a 
particular church teaching? Do I 
still serve as a minister of the 
church? 
 
The Catholic tradition has long 
tried to uphold both the primacy 
of conscience, on the one hand, 
and the importance of a properly 
formed conscience, on the other. 
The first acknowledges that every 
human being can know right from 
wrong thanks to the law of God 
written in our hearts (CCC 1776). 
The second affirms that we also 
have the obligation to cultivate 
this interior sense by listening to 
the Word of God, the advice of 
others, and the authoritative 
teaching of the magisterium (the 
official teaching office of the 
church) (CCC 1785). 
Thus we have an obligation to 
follow our conscience and an 
obligation to see that our 

conscience is formed by the 
teaching of the church. But 
what happens when we run into 
a conflict? What do we do when 
we find ourselves in a situation 
in which we know well what the 
magisterium teaches, but still 
cannot accept it? How do we 
know when we are being 
faithful and when we are being 
false? 
 
That question can only be 
answered by God, who sees into 
our hearts more clearly than we 
can ever hope to see. But a few 
external signs accompany those 
who are acting faithfully, even 
when they disagree. First, the 
disagreement with church 
teaching is rare. It is not 
habitual or one’s basic “default 
mode.” Second, the 
disagreement comes after 
significant time spent in prayer, 
reflection, and conversation 
about the issue. Third, the 
individual who disagrees with 
the official teaching still 
recognizes the authority of the 
magisterium and its 
responsibility to teach on this 
particular topic. And  
finally, the decision to disagree 
comes with a feeling of sadness 
and pain, rather than pride or 
self-righteousness.  
 

All of this demands a kind of 
humility on the part of the 
minister that is quite counter-
cultural—particularly in a society 
that so values critical thinking 
and independence. As a 
minister, I am called not to 
abandon my own judgment, but 
to place it within a broader 
horizon—and to admit that 
there may be a wisdom that is 
wider than what I can see right 
now. 
 
Even if I end up disagreeing, the 
effort to struggle with the 
church’s teaching is itself a sign 
of my commitment to it. Far 
worse than disagreement would 
be disinterest or distain. To 
engage church teaching in 
thinking through difficult issues 
is to affirm that the church has 
something to say. It implies a 
commitment to work this out 
together. 

FOCUS Equip (Free)  
Android | Apple 

 

The Fellowship of 
Catholic 
University 
Students offers 
its resources for 
Bible study, faith 
formation and 
evangelization in 
a convenient app 

designed to appeal to young adults. 
You get audio talks by leading 
Catholic evangelizers; complete 
Bible study sessions with topics and 
questions; how-to series on 
evangelization, discipleship, and 
leading a Bible study; videos and 
full-length audio talks from FOCUS 
conferences and so much more. 
FOCUS has been on a spirit-filled 
mission to enhance faith formation 
with Catholic college students for a 

number of years. This free app 
showcases a sampling of their 
considerable array of educational 
resources. While it is ideal for 
young adults, it is offers great 
material for folks of all ages looking 
to amp up their knowledge base 
and spiritual/faith formation. 
 
The app is free and is available in 
the iTunes and Google Play 
app .stores. 
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Growing in the Vineyard is a publication of the National Association for Lay Ministry (NALM). It is published four times a 
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Edward P. Hahnenberg, Ph.D., is the author of Theology for Ministry, A Concise 
Guide to the Documents of Vatican II, and other titles. He teaches at John Carroll 
University in Cleveland. 
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Join us in Indianapolis, Indiana, June 1-3, 2017, to celebrate the close of  
NALM's 40th anniversary year.  

Come to the "Crossroads of America" and celebrate! 
Our theme for our 41st annual conference is 

"Joy on the Journey: Serve. Collaborate. Dream." 
Our pre-conference event on May 31 and all conference activities will take place at the  

Hyatt Regency-Downtown. 
Save the dates and CHECK BACK in the coming months. 

Join NALM 
The National Association for Lay Ministry is a professional  organization that supports, educates, and advocates for lay minis-
ters and promotes the development of lay ministry in the Catholic Church. Join online, email, or write our office to become part of 
the only national organization devoted to Catholic lay ministers!   Student membership begin at $35 annually and receive full benefits 
including our student newsletter Growing in the Vineyard, our monthly NALM News and Notes, and additional discounts on conferences, 
events, and books. 
 

National Association for Lay Ministry  5401 S. Cornell, Room 210   Chicago, IL 60615    Tel: 773-595-4042  

www.NALM.org                            Email: NALM@nalm.org.  

I am at the stage in my life where I should be saving for my children’s college tuition, not my own. So, why am I 
pursuing a M.A. in Theology at St. Joseph’s Seminary & College? The reason is simple; I’m responding YES to God’s call! 
Helpful to my discernment process was Edward Hahnenberg’s Theology for Ministry: An Introduction For Lay Ministers. 
 
Hahnenberg’s discussion on faith assures the novice reader that in order to study theology all one really needs is to be 
open to this divine mystery and to self-examine their own graced experiences.  With this discovery, who wouldn’t 
want to study theology! He also outlines a pattern for all genuine calls to vocation: (1) the call comes from God, (2) 
deepens a relationship, (3) leads to a transformation, and (4) gives a mission.  Immediately, I was able to leverage this 
biblically based pattern as a discernment tool.  After a period of self-reflection, I recognized this very same pattern 
within my own life.   
 
Several years ago, I experienced an intense desire to deepen my spirituality.  In the process I developed a renewed, 
intimate personal relationship with God and experienced deep transformation, which radically changed my approach 
to prayer.   I yearned to become more loving, forgiving, and patient.  This transformation, I suspect, will be a lifelong 
process.  One thing is crystal clear; my only desire is to love God and serve his Church.  So, if anyone needs help 
discerning or confirming their decision to be a Lay Ecclesial Minister, I highly recommend Theology for Ministry: An 
Introduction For Lay Ministers. 

 
 

Jen Gentile is a social entrepreneur, professional blogger, and the 

founder of JenGentile Solutions, a NY based Coaching & Consulting 

firm.  Jennifer resides in Westchester, New York, with her husband and 

two sons.  She has been involved in lay ministry for five years.  Cur-

rently, she is studying at St Joseph’s Seminary for her Master’s in The-

ology. To learn more, visit her website/blog at: www.JenGentile.Com  
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