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Nowadays we can witness with our own eyes the existence of two branches of Christianity, a big branch in danger of drying up that constitutes the purgative, itinerant, and pilgrim church that has lost its contact with the Holy Spirit due to having too many earthly power-driven interests and material attachments and that unfortunately has been infiltrated and crippled by the evil one, becoming this way more and more secular, and a small green and alive branch that we can define as the triumphant church on this earth, realized, sanctified and redeemed by Jesus that exists through the holiness of its members and where the Holy Spirit resides and illuminates their actions in this world, driven by an important number of genuine followers of Christ that we can call the apostles of the laity.

Throughout our history, and after Jesus Christ came to this world to redeem humanity and gave us His truth, so we can act toward our individual reparation and salvation, we have seen examples of sanctified individuals that do not belong to the hierarchy of the Catholic church or even that do not belong to it at all, that have performed very important services to this triumphant branch of the church where Jesus and the holy spirit are present, and this due to their own individual holiness, as apostles of the lay Catholics that have genuinely followed Jesus Christ. 

I can think of three examples of this work for the sanctification of our world. A contemporary one that took place in the XX century in India, another that took place in the XII century in Italy, and one more that took place in Mexico in the XV century. 

In India, an Albanian Catholic nun, while traveling by train to Darjeeling in the lower Himalayas, heard the call of Jesus to dedicate her life to helping the poorest among the poor, and as a result, -only with a permission granted from her church but with minimal resources and no income- founded the Missionaries of Charity to freely help the destitute, the sick, the lepers, the naked, the homeless, the crippled, and those dying in the streets in the cities of India that were forgotten by her own church as the actual suffering face of Jesus. Mother Teresa always trusted in divine providence to sustain her missions which have grown exponentially to this day thanks to many unsolicited donations mostly coming from the laity inside and outside the Christian church and that have been certainly inspired by the Holy Spirit.

In Italy, the son of a rich merchant that was living a high-spirited, and carefree life typical of a wealthy youth, experienced a strong conversion, losing interest in his worldly life to such a degree that it took him to imitate the life of Jesus by living a life of poverty, itinerant preaching, and service to others after Jesus asked him “to repair His Church that was falling into ruins”. Francis of Assisi founded the men's Order of Friars Minor, the women's Order of St. Clare, the Third Order of St. Francis, (now titled the Secular Franciscan order, which welcomes and incorporates the work of the laity), and the Custody of the Holy Land. 

Once his community was authorized by the Pope, he withdrew increasingly from external affairs (Francisanfriars.com).

Francis and the young noblewoman Clare of Assisi, his twin soul, managed to live their lives, imitating Jesus’ life and living His gospel to a degree unparalleled by any other human being or even saint in the Christian tradition (Davalos, 2019). The son of a rich merchant and a noblewoman from Assisi both acting as medieval apostles of the laity managed to rebuild the decadent Church of their times. 

In his electronic book, The Little Poor Man of God, Davalos (2019), mentioned that “Francis attempted to reproduce as closely as possible the life of Christ and the first apostles in his own context and for his first eleven followers. He instructed his followers to work to earn their daily bread in the fields but to not accept money as payment for their labor, and if there was not enough work, they would ask for alms door to door. He wasn’t also in favor of the accumulation of possessions nor the owning of any temporal goods for him or his companions, and when offered the chapel of the Porziuncola where he and his companions could build small huts around to live, he didn’t accept its possession but only its borrowing, compensating the loan yearly with a basket full of fish to the Benedictine order”(p.8). And what about our Church on this day? Will it be possible in our time to imitate Jesus just as Francis did? And if it were possible, what changes we should make in our lives? Would these changes take us out of our comfort zone? Should they be too radical? (p.5).

In Mexico, an indigenous Chichimec peasant, Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin, a rare, advanced soul was granted in 1531, four apparitions from the Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus Christ in the hills of Tepeyac, Tenochtitlan, now the outskirts of Mexico City (Davalos, 2022, From Nothing to Everything, p.25). A wise and venerable Indian, already baptized into the Catholic religion became the Virgin Mary messenger and early evangelizer, and was canonized as the first saint indigenous to the Americas in 2002 by Pope John Paul II (Zaragoza, 2012). The veneration of the Virgin Mary by the whole Aztec nation that took place after her apparitions to Juan Diego was due to the successful completion of the assignment, she entrusted to Juan Diego to go and ask Bishop Fray Juan de Zumarraga and to request in her name that a shrine be built at Tepeyac, where she promised to pour out her grace upon those who invoked her (Davalos, 2021, From Nothing to Everything, p.25). 

Its miraculous appearance in this consecrated territory as of 1531, made possible what the Spanish friars did not manage to obtain. The conversion of millions of inhabitants of all the ethnic groups belonging to the Valley of the Anahuac and of all the corners of the Aztec Empire.  Unlike the Spanish conquerors, in the beginning, the Aztecs knew how to recognize immediately the symbolic messages that existed in the image imprinted in the sacred ayate of Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin. It speaks of the origin of their great nation and of its ethnic-spiritual fusion of two races, two cultures, and two nations under the shade and protection of the beautiful young Lady Tecuauhtlacuepeuh-Guadalupe, the Mother of God (Davalos 2009, The School of Spiritual Training, pp.40-41).

The final result of this saga was the construction of the Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe which guards our mother Mary’s miraculous image and that is now the most visited Catholic shrine in the world according to a 2019 Vatican council report with an annual visitation as high as 20 million (Vatican.va). Juan Diego was a lay Catholic poor in spirit and was also the central protagonist of the Guadalupian phenomenon that continues to this day (Davalos, 2018, Climbing up the Mountain with the Beatitudes, p.6).
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The messages found in the Beatitudes describe the foundation of the Christian faith. The purpose of the Beatitudes is to inspire us to live according to the traits Jesus describes. They all form the cornerstone of the ideal Christian lifestyle (Alyssa Serrani, 2021. Examples of the Beatitudes: What They Mean in Simple Terms.

The Beatitudes point to the increasing fulfillment in this world of the promise of the human condition as such — and of the struggle against vast and daunting but not insurmountable obstacles that such fulfillment will require. Jesus says that as long as ordinary people stand for the right things and do not retreat in their rightness before those who seem to have more power, what’s right will prevail. It’s their kingdom — a kingdom organized not from the top down, but from the bottom up [as an apostolate of the laity]. In the Beatitudes, Jesus offers a description of the community of goodwill his teaching will build in this world (Tod Lindberg, 2007. What the Beatitudes Teach).

David Padfield (2010), in his book The Beatitudes, the Path to a New Life, asserted that “one of the greatest problems in many local congregations today is superficiality, and that the remedy for this superficiality is found in the Beatitudes. However, -he added- even though the Beatitudes are a collection of eight characteristics (qualities of life) that separate children of God from the rest of the world and describe the blessed state of those who humbly submit themselves to the will of God, the Sermon of the Mount is probably the best-known, but least understood, and least followed of all the teachings of Jesus” (p.4). Maybe it is because we wrongly believe that these teachings are for a future ‘kingdom age’ and not for us (p.5). 

And the author continues: “Jesus was not just asking men to change a few of their behaviors, He was asking them to radically change their entire lives and worldview (p.6). If the Sermon of the Mount makes you ‘feel good’, you have either not read it or understood it. This sermon crushes us to the ground – it shows our utter helplessness before God, condemns us for falling short, and drives us to the Cross (p.7).

Now, who is going to enact this radical change in our entire lives for us and within our own self? The congregation?

No, this is a personal change that only belongs to our will to change our behavior, lifestyle, and worldview in our own existence. It is a personal atonement.

And where are these Beatitudes or qualities of life going to have a field to be manifested? In a book? In our minds? In the future? In a particular event? With a particular person or group?

No, only in our own lives, in the present, on a daily basis, moment by moment, situation after situation in our interpersonal relationships with the fallen world in which we are immersed. 
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