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A Proper Hermeneutic for

the Second Vatican Council

Pope Benedict XVI

The last event of this year on which I wish to reflect here is the cele-
bration of the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council forty years ago.
This memory prompts the question: What has been the result of the
council? Was it well received? What, in the acceptance of the council,
was good and what was inadequate or mistaken? What still remains to
be done? No one can deny that in vast areas of the Church the im-
plementation of the council has been somewhat difficult, even without
wishing to apply to what occurred in these years the description that
Saint Basil, the great Doctor of the Church, made of the Church’s
situation after the Council of Nicea. He compares her situation to a
naval battle in the darkness of the storm, saying among other things:

The raucous shouting of those who through disagreement
rise up against one another, the incomprehensible chatter,
the confused din of uninterrupted clamoring, has now filled
almost the whole of the Church, falsifying through excess or
failure the right doctrine of the faith. (Saint Basil, De Spiritu
Sancto, XXX, 77; PG 32, 213 A; SCh 17ff., p. 524)

We do not want to apply precisely this dramatic description to the
situation of the postconciliar period, yet something from all that oc-
curred is nevertheless reflected in it. The question arises: Why has the
implementation of the council, in large parts of the Church, thus far
been so difficult?

From an address of Pope Benedict XVI to the Roman Curia, December 22, 2005, ‘‘Ad Romanam

Curiam ob omnia natalicia,’’ Acta Apostolicae Sedis Vol. XCVIII (6 Januarii 2006): 40–53 (# Libreria

Editrice Vaticana, 2006). These remarks are excerpted from pages 45–52.



Well, it all depends on the correct interpretation of the council or—as we
would say today—on its proper hermeneutics, the correct key to its interpre-
tation and application. The problems in its implementation arose from the fact
that two contrary hermeneutics came face-to-face and quarreled with each
other. One caused confusion, the other, silently but more and more visibly,
bore and is bearing fruit.

On the one hand, there is an interpretation that I would call ‘‘a herme-
neutic of discontinuity and rupture’’; it has frequently availed itself of the
sympathies of the mass media, and also one trend of modern theology. On the
other, there is the ‘‘hermeneutic of reform,’’ of renewal in the continuity
of the one subject-Church that the Lord has given to us. She is a subject that
increases in time and develops; yet always remaining the same, the one sub-
ject of the journeying People of God.

The hermeneutic of discontinuity risks ending in a split between the
preconciliar Church and the postconciliar Church. It asserts that the texts
of the council as such do not yet express the true spirit of the council. It
claims that they are the result of compromises in which, to reach unanimity, it
was found necessary to keep and reconfirm many old things that are now
pointless. However, the true spirit of the council is not to be found in these
compromises but instead in the impulses toward the new that are contained
in the texts.

These innovations alone were supposed to represent the true spirit of
the council, and starting from and in conformity with them, it would be pos-
sible to move ahead. Precisely because the texts would only imperfectly
reflect the true spirit of the council and its newness, it would be necessary
to go courageously beyond the texts and make room for the newness in
which the council’s deepest intention would be expressed, even if it were still
vague.

In a word: it would be necessary not to follow the texts of the council but its
spirit. In this way, obviously, a vast margin was left open for the question on
how this spirit should subsequently be defined and room was consequently
made for every whim.

The nature of a council as such is therefore basically misunderstood. In
this way, it is considered as a sort of constituent assembly that eliminates an
old constitution and creates a new one. However, the Constituent Assembly
needs a mandator and then confirmation by the mandator, in other words, the
people the constitution must serve. The Fathers had no such mandate and no
one had ever given them one; nor could anyone have given them one because
the essential constitution of the Church comes from the Lord and was given to
us so that we might attain eternal life and, starting from this perspective, be
able to illuminate life in time and time itself.

Through the Sacrament they have received, bishops are stewards of the
Lord’s gift. They are ‘‘stewards of the mysteries of God’’ (1 Cor 4:1); as such,
they must be found to be ‘‘faithful’’ and ‘‘wise’’ (cf. Lk 12:41–48). This requires
them to administer the Lord’s gift in the right way, so that it is not left con-
cealed in some hiding place but bears fruit, and the Lord may end by saying to
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the administrator: ‘‘Since you were dependable in a small matter I will put you
in charge of larger affairs’’ (cf. Mt 25:14–30; Lk 19:11–27).

These Gospel parables express the dynamic of fidelity required in the
Lord’s service; and through them it becomes clear that, as in a council, the
dynamic and fidelity must converge.

The hermeneutic of discontinuity is countered by the hermeneutic of
reform, as it was presented first by Pope John XXIII in his Speech inaugu-
rating the council on October 11, 1962, and later by Pope Paul VI in his
discourse for the council’s conclusion on December 7, 1965.

Here I shall cite only John XXIII’s well-known words, which unequivocally
express this hermeneutic when he says that the council wishes ‘‘to transmit the
doctrine, pure and integral, without any attenuation or distortion.’’ And he
continues:

Our duty is not only to guard this precious treasure, as if we were
concerned only with antiquity, but to dedicate ourselves with an ear-
nest will and without fear to that work which our era demands of
us. . . . It is necessary that this certain and unchanging teaching, which
is to be faithfully respected, be deeply studied and presented in a way
that corresponds to the needs of our time. The substance of the an-
cient doctrine of the deposit of faith is one thing, and the way in which
it is presented is another, retaining nonetheless the same meaning
and message. (S. Oec. Conc. Vat. II, Constitutiones Decreta Declar-
ationes [1974], 863–865)

It is clear that this commitment to expressing a specific truth in a new way
demands new reflection on this truth and a new vital relationship with it; it is
also clear that new words can only develop if they come from an informed
understanding of the truth expressed, and on the other hand, that a reflection
on faith also requires that this faith be lived. In this regard, the program that
Pope John XXIII proposed was extremely demanding, indeed, just as the
synthesis of fidelity and dynamic is demanding.

However, wherever this interpretation guided the implementation of the
council, new life developed and new fruit ripened. Forty years after the council,
we can show that the positive is far greater and livelier than it appeared to be in
the turbulent years around 1968. Today we see that, although the good seed
developed slowly, it is nonetheless growing; and our deep gratitude for the
work done by the council is likewise growing.

In his discourse closing the council, Paul VI pointed out a further specific
reason why a hermeneutic of discontinuity can seem convincing. In the great
dispute about man that marks the modern epoch, the council had to focus in
particular on the theme of anthropology. It had to question the relationship
between the Church and her faith on the one hand, and man and the con-
temporary world on the other (Paul VI, Discourse Closing the Council; cf. ibid.
1974, pp. 1066ff ). The question becomes even clearer if, instead of the generic
term ‘‘contemporary world,’’ we opt for another that is more precise: the
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council had to determine in a new way the relationship between the Church
and the modern era.

This relationship had a somewhat stormy beginning with the Galileo case.
It was then totally interrupted when Kant described ‘‘religion within pure
reason’’ and when, in the radical phase of the French Revolution, an image of
the State and the human being that practically no longer wanted to allow the
Church any room was disseminated.

In the 19th century under Pius IX, the clash between the Church’s faith
and a radical liberalism and the natural sciences, which also claimed to em-
brace with their knowledge the whole of reality to its limit, stubbornly pro-
posing to make the ‘‘hypothesis of God’’ superfluous, had elicited from the
Church a bitter and radical condemnation of this spirit of the modern age.
Thus, it seemed that there was no longer any milieu open to a positive and
fruitful understanding, and the rejection by those who felt they were the rep-
resentatives of the modern era was also drastic.

In the meantime, however, the modern age had also experienced devel-
opments. People came to realize that the American Revolution was offering
a model of a modern state that differed from the theoretical model with ra-
dical tendencies that had emerged during the second phase of the French
Revolution.

The natural sciences were beginning to reflect more and more clearly their
own limitations imposed by their own method, which, despite achieving great
things, was nevertheless unable to grasp the global nature of reality.

So it was that both parties were gradually beginning to open up to each
other. In the period between the two world wars and especially after the Second
World War, Catholic statesmen demonstrated that a modern secular State
could exist that was not neutral regarding values but alive, drawing from the
great ethical sources opened by Christianity.

Catholic social doctrine, as it gradually developed, became an important
model between radical liberalism and the Marxist theory of the State. The
natural sciences, which without reservation professed a method of their own to
which God was barred access, realized ever more clearly that this method did
not include the whole of reality. Hence, they once again opened their doors to
God, knowing that reality is greater than the naturalistic method and all that it
can encompass.

It might be said that three circles of questions had formed which then, at
the time of the Second Vatican Council, were expecting an answer. First of
all, the relationship between faith and modern science had to be redefined.
Furthermore, this did not only concern the natural sciences but also historical
science for, in a certain school, the historical-critical method claimed to have
the last word on the interpretation of the Bible and, demanding total exclusivity
for its interpretation of Sacred Scripture, was opposed to important points
in the interpretation elaborated by the faith of the Church.

Secondly, it was necessary to give a new definition to the relationship
between the Church and the modern State that would make room impartially
for citizens of various religions and ideologies, merely assuming responsibility
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for an orderly and tolerant coexistence among them and for the freedom to
practice their own religion.

Thirdly, linked more generally to this was the problem of religious
tolerance—a question that required a new definition of the relationship be-
tween the Christian faith and the world religions. In particular, before the
recent crimes of the Nazi regime and, in general, with a retrospective look at a
long and difficult history, it was necessary to evaluate and define in a new way
the relationship between the Church and the faith of Israel.

These are all subjects of great importance—they were the great themes of
the second part of the council—on which it is impossible to reflect more
broadly in this context. It is clear that in all these sectors, which all together
form a single problem, some kind of discontinuity might emerge. Indeed, a
discontinuity had been revealed but in which, after the various distinctions
between concrete historical situations and their requirements had been made,
the continuity of principles proved not to have been abandoned. It is easy to
miss this fact at a first glance.

It is precisely in this combination of continuity and discontinuity at dif-
ferent levels that the very nature of true reform consists. In this process of
innovation in continuity we must learn to understand more practically than
before that the Church’s decisions on contingent matters—for example, cer-
tain practical forms of liberalism or a free interpretation of the Bible—should
necessarily be contingent themselves, precisely because they refer to a specific
reality that is changeable in itself. It was necessary to learn to recognize that in
these decisions it is only the principles that express the permanent aspect,
since they remain as an undercurrent, motivating decisions from within. On
the other hand, not so permanent are the practical forms that depend on the
historical situation and are therefore subject to change.

Basic decisions, therefore, continue to be well grounded, whereas the way
they are applied to new contexts can change. Thus, for example, if religious
freedom were to be considered an expression of the human inability to dis-
cover the truth and thus become a canonization of relativism, then this social
and historical necessity is raised inappropriately to the metaphysical level
and thus stripped of its true meaning. Consequently, it cannot be accepted by
those who believe that the human person is capable of knowing the truth about
God and, on the basis of the inner dignity of the truth, is bound to this
knowledge.

It is quite different, on the other hand, to perceive religious freedom as a
need that derives from human coexistence, or indeed, as an intrinsic conse-
quence of the truth that cannot be externally imposed but that the person must
adopt only through the process of conviction.

The Second Vatican Council, recognizing and making its own an essential
principle of the modern state with the Decree on Religious Freedom Dignitatis
humanae has recovered the deepest patrimony of the Church. By so doing she
can be conscious of being in full harmony with the teaching of Jesus himself
(cf. Mt 22:21), as well as with the Church of the martyrs of all time. The ancient
Church naturally prayed for the emperors and political leaders out of duty (cf. 1
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Tm 2:2); but while she prayed for the emperors, she refused to worship them
and thereby clearly rejected the religion of the state.

The martyrs of the early Church died for their faith in that God who was
revealed in Jesus Christ, and for this very reason they also died for freedom of
conscience and the freedom to profess one’s own faith—a profession that no
state can impose but which, instead, can only be claimed with God’s grace in
freedom of conscience. A missionary Church known for proclaiming her
message to all peoples must necessarily work for the freedom of the faith. She
desires to transmit the gift of the truth that exists for one and all.

At the same time, she assures peoples and their governments that she does
not wish to destroy their identity and culture by doing so, but to give them, on
the contrary, a response which, in their innermost depths, they are waiting
for—a response with which the multiplicity of cultures is not lost but instead
unity between men increases and thus also peace between peoples.

The Second Vatican Council, with its new definition of the relationship
between the faith of the Church and certain essential elements of modern
thought, has reviewed or even corrected certain historical decisions, but in this
apparent discontinuity it has actually preserved and deepened her inmost
nature and true identity.

The Church, both before and after the council, was and is the same
Church, one, holy, catholic and apostolic, journeying on through time;
she continues ‘‘her pilgrimage amid the persecutions of the world and
the consolations of God,’’ proclaiming the death of the Lord until he comes (cf.
LG 8).

Those who expected that with this fundamental ‘‘yes’’ to the modern era all
tensions would be dispelled and that the ‘‘openness towards the world’’ ac-
cordingly achieved would transform everything into pure harmony, had un-
derestimated the inner tensions as well as the contradictions inherent in the
modern epoch.

They had underestimated the perilous frailty of human nature which has
been a threat to human progress in all the periods of history and in every
historical constellation. These dangers, with the new possibilities and new
power of man over matter and over himself, did not disappear but instead
acquired new dimensions: a look at the history of the present day shows this
clearly.

In our time too, the Church remains a ‘‘sign that will be opposed’’ (Lk
2:34)—not without reason did Pope John Paul II, then still a cardinal, give this
title to the theme for the Spiritual Exercises he preached in 1976 to Pope Paul
VI and the Roman Curia. The council could not have intended to abolish the
Gospel’s opposition to human dangers and errors.

On the contrary, it was certainly the council’s intention to overcome er-
roneous or superfluous contradictions in order to present to our world the
requirement of the Gospel in its full greatness and purity.

The steps the council took towards the modern era which had rather
vaguely been presented as ‘‘openness to the world,’’ belong in short to the
perennial problem of the relationship between faith and reason that is re-
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emerging in ever new forms. The situation that the council had to face can
certainly be compared to events of previous epochs. In his First Letter, Saint
Peter urged Christians always to be ready to give an answer (apo-logia) to
anyone who asked them for the logos, the reason for their faith (cf. 3:15).

This meant that biblical faith had to be discussed and come into contact
with Greek culture and learn to recognize through interpretation the sepa-
rating line but also the convergence and the affinity between them in the one
God-given reason.

When, in the thirteenth century through the Jewish and Arab philoso-
phers, Aristotelian thought came into contact with medieval Christianity
formed in the Platonic tradition, faith and reason risked entering an irrecon-
cilable contradiction. It was above all Saint Thomas Aquinas who mediated the
new encounter between faith and Aristotelian philosophy, thereby setting faith
in a positive relationship with the form of reason prevalent in his time. There is
no doubt that the wearing dispute between modern reason and the Christian
faith, which had begun negatively with the Galileo case, went through many
phases, but with the Second Vatican Council the time came when broad new
thinking was required.

Its content was certainly only roughly traced in the conciliar texts, but this
determined its essential direction, so that the dialogue between reason and
faith, particularly important today, found its bearings on the basis of the
Second Vatican Council.

This dialogue must now be developed with great open-mindedness but
also with that clear discernment that the world rightly expects of us in this very
moment. Thus, today we can look with gratitude at the Second Vatican
Council: if we interpret and implement it guided by a right hermeneutic, it can
be and can become increasingly powerful for the ever necessary renewal of the
Church.

a proper hermeneutic xv
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Introduction

Matthew L. Lamb and Matthew Levering

The Second Vatican Council stands out as one of the most important
religious and ecclesial events in the twentieth century. It was certainly
the most extensively covered by the mass media. Pope Benedict XVI
calls attention to the theological difficulties in implementing the re-
forms of Vatican II. He sees that commentators have distorted the
teachings of the Second Vatican Council by means of a ‘‘hermeneutics
of discontinuity and rupture.’’ The ‘‘spirit’’ or ‘‘style’’ of the council was
often severed from, or set in opposition to, the texts promulgated by
the council. The pope mentions that, for some, the texts were wrongly
interpreted as ‘‘compromises’’ that contain ‘‘many old and ultimately
useless things that had to be dragged along’’ in order to ‘‘make room
for the new.’’ This way of interpreting the council, the pope asserts,
found ‘‘favor among the mass media’’ and in some sectors of contem-
porary theology.

Never before was an ecumenical council of the Roman Catholic
Church so extensively covered and reported by the modern news me-
dia as Vatican II (1962–1965). The impact of this coverage was perva-
sive and profound in its portrayal of the council in the ideological
categories of ‘‘liberal versus conservative.’’ The council was dramati-
cally reported as a liberal or progressive accommodation to modernity
that aimed to overcome Catholicism’s traditional, conservative resis-
tance to modernity.

For foreign correspondents from 1962 to 1965, two news sectors
required ongoing coverage: One was Vietnam, the other the council in
Rome. Journalists of the print and electronic media flocked to Rome.
Few had any expertise in Catholic theology and so were dependent
upon the popularized accounts of the council’s deliberations and de-
bates offered by periti and theologians with journalistic skills.1 An



American Redemptorist, Fr. Francis Xavier Murphy, contributed much to the
propagation of an ideological reporting on the council debates with his widely
read ‘‘Letters from the Vatican’’ under the pen name of Xavier Rynne in the
New Yorker.2

It is important to understand what is meant by ideological distortions. At
the time, certainly the young German theologian Joseph Ratzinger was well
aware of the lively debates at the very beginning of and throughout the council.3

Any coverage of the council, however, that fails to penetrate to the theological
aspects of these debates will inevitably distort them. Reporting on the council
for the French publication La Croix, Fr. Antoine Wenger warned against
‘‘explaining everything categorically’’ in terms of ‘‘conservatives and progres-
sives,’’ while Pope Benedict XVI clearly indicates the consequence of such
distortions: The council’s new initiatives are set in opposition to the old—to
tradition—with the result that the texts are misread as only compromising doc-
uments that fail to fully embody the spirit of the new initiatives. These polit-
ically ideological categories in covering the council then distorted the event of
the council by interpreting it as a political and an ideological happening. In the
pope’s words, the discontinuity of the new situation the council addressed
obliterates the deeper continuity of the Church’s magisterial tradition, the prin-
ciples of which were used to evaluate the new situation.

The daily celebrations of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass at the council, the
countless prayers and invocations of the saints, whose holiness in Christ Jesus
are a mark of the Church—all of this rich theological context was ignored. The
genuine event of the council was truncated to a struggle between liberals and
conservatives, and the documents of the council were misread within what
Benedict XVI accurately terms a hermeneutics of rupture and discontinuity.
Whenever a document referred to traditional Catholic teachings and practices,
these were misread as if they were simply compromises made to get the con-
servatives to vote for the liberal and progressive agenda. Such conciliations were
to be ignored by those imbued with the spirit of the council. As Pope Benedict
indicates, it was more the spirit of the age (Zeitgeist) than the Holy Spirit.

In fact, Vatican II can be adequately understood only in the Catholic con-
text of reform and renewal within the continuity of the Church’s two-millen-
nial tradition. Pope Leo XIII expressed this tersely in the phrase ‘‘vetera novis
augere et perficere’’—to strengthen and complete the old by the new.4 The
wisdom tradition within Catholicism is very much opposed to the Enlighten-
ment opposition of the new to the old. Yet this opposition tends to dominate
post-Enlightenment cultures, and it is not surprising that theologians who
became journalists or communicators fell into this hermeneutics of rupture
between the old and the new.

The place of the council within the tradition was clearly articulated by Pope
Benedict XVI in his very first statement as pope:

Pope John Paul II indicated the [Second Vatican] Council precisely as
a ‘‘compass’’ with which to orient oneself in the vast ocean of the third
millennium (cf. apostolic letter Novo millennio ineunte, nos. 57–58). In
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his spiritual testament he noted: ‘‘I am convinced that the new gen-
erations will still be able to draw for a long time from the riches that
this council of the twentieth century has lavished on us’’ (March 17,
2000). Therefore, in preparing myself also for the service that is
proper to the Successor of Peter, I wish to affirm strongly my deter-
mination to continue the commitment to implement the Second
Vatican Council, in the footsteps of my Predecessors and in faithful
continuity with the two millennial tradition of the Church.5

What does it mean to implement Vatican II ‘‘in faithful continuity with the
two millennial tradition of the Church’’ and thereby for it to serve as a ‘‘com-
pass’’ to guide us at the dawn of the third millennium? This broad panorama of
the millennia involves the Church in a vast ressourcement or recovery of two
thousand years of traditions if it is to renew and orient an aggiornamento—a
bringing in of the new—to the tasks of our times.

The first millennium of Catholicism could be characterized as a patristic-
monastic era in which the fidelity to the truth of revelation set up the dioceses,
cathedral schools, monasteries, and convents, which emphasized the impor-
tance of a dedication to wisdom and holiness. The ecumenical councils de-
fended the truth of the Word of God as revealed in the sacred scriptures against
heretical distortions. Theological problems were often traceable to philosoph-
ical ones. In the evangelization of the Greek and Roman cultures the Church
fathers demonstrated how the true Word of God revealed the redemptive
wisdom of the Word incarnate in his life, suffering, death, and resurrection.
The greatest philosophers of Greece and Rome had taught the need for intel-
lectual and moral excellence and for living a virtuous life according to right
reason. They could not, however, account for the pervasive evil and injustice
that eventually led, as the Apologists and Augustine showed, the intellectually
excellent to surrender to skepticism and the morally excellent to either retreat
into Stoic indifference or degenerate into Epicurean distraction.

As the great Roman culture was collapsing from its own vices, Augustine
wryly remarked that it would have been better had they built temples in honor
of Socrates or Plato rather than the gods and goddesses that were projections
of their own disordered and irrational desires. Thus throughout Europe, the
Church’s first millennium developed intellectual and ecclesial apostolates in
parishes, convents, cathedrals, and monastic communities dedicated to the
quests for wisdom and holiness. Benedict XVI has emphasized the ‘‘decisive
importance’’ for world history in the ‘‘rapprochement between Biblical faith
and Greek philosophical inquiry.’’6 What derailed the philosophical life of
reason, as the Church fathers and monastic founders like Saint Benedict in-
dicated, was the root sin of pride with its accompanying ‘‘acedia’’ as the flight
from God as friend who creates, sustains, and redeems the universe and hu-
man history.

While the first millennium was a patristic, cathedral, and monastic period,
the second millennium witnessed the emergence of a new form of the intel-
lectual apostolate as universities emerged in Catholic Europe. Theology was
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pursued in communities committed to the quest for science and scholarship.
Because of pride, the differentiation of science and scholarship from the pur-
suit of wisdom and holiness was always in danger, as Bernard warned Abelard,
of becoming a separation and an opposition. Indeed, despite the efforts of the
mendicant theologians such as Aquinas, Bonaventure, and Cajetan, the spread
of nominalism and voluntarism eroded the notion of wisdom as a serious
contemplative-theoretical attunement to the whole. With the loss of wisdom
traditions, modern enlightenment cultures cultivated empirical sciences of the
particular. There is no heuristic attention to the intelligibility and pattern of the
whole; instead there is attention only to the individual elements, and any efforts
to pattern or order them are considered conventional and arbitrary. The in-
tellectualism of an Augustine or an Aquinas, as Pope Benedict XVI reminds
us, was replaced by a nominalist voluntarism.7

A major fault in the post-Enlightenment cultures’ rejection of wisdom is
the lowering of expectations and standards. These are not only privatized but
also identified as resulting from force and fraud. In the face of these cultural
challenges, it is important to emphasize that the holiness of the Church has its
cause in the infinite holiness and goodness of Jesus Christ as truly God and
truly man. The hierarchical successors of the apostles are sent by Christ, as he
was sent by the Father. They are one with the mystery of Christ’s redemptive
mission from the Father in the Holy Spirit. Charles Taylor has analyzed how
the post-Enlightenment evaluations of everyday life developed from a rejection
of the Roman Catholic notion of an ecclesial and a hierarchical mediation of
the sacred.8 In these cultures there is no notion of the church in the full
Catholic sense of sacramentally carrying forward the missions of the Son and
Spirit. All Christians are alone before God and are individually responsible for
their personal commitment to Christ. There is no ship in the Catholic sense,
no bark of Peter, no common movement carrying humans to salvation. All
believers row their own boat. Indeed, the bark of Peter was rather roundly de-
nounced by Spinoza, who was later followed by Hobbes and others, as little
more than a clerically dominative ‘‘Leviathan’’ that seduced the credulous and
superstitious by fraudulent force.9

Without wisdom and holiness to attune the minds and hearts of theolo-
gians and scholars to the revealed realities, the sense of development of doc-
trine is lost. It is misunderstood as arbitrary decisions on propositions whose
truth is not recognized as the revelation of the infinite wisdom and love of the
Triune God. Sacred doctrine loses its very soul. Spinoza set forth the presup-
positions of this denigration of revealed truth in his Theologico-political Treatise.
Like nature, the Bible can no longer be treated as a whole; it must be broken up
into fragmented parts. These isolated texts must then be interpreted only by
other texts. Because the wise attunement to the whole was lost, Spinoza re-
marks that one must never raise the truth question, only the meaning question
to be answered solely with reference to other fragmented texts. The develop-
ment of doctrine within the Bible from Old to New Testament and within the
ongoing mission of the Church is rendered impossible. Wisdom is replaced
with arbitrary power.10
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Not a few commentators and Catholic theological experts at the council
picked up this ideological framework. These texts were approached as products
of power struggles between the liberals and the conservatives, with one side
winning this passage and the other side winning that.What began at the council
continued and spread in subsequent decades. Illustrations of the distorting
impact of the hermeneutics of discontinuity and rupture abound, for example,
in Archbishop Agostino Marchetto’s excellent studies of scholarship on Vati-
can II.11 He provides a careful analysis of many writings on the council and
often criticizes distortions and biases in their presentations.12Marchetto sees a
general flaw in many of these works insofar as they are attentive to the event of
the council interpreted as a new and progressive opening to the modern world,
while failing to understand the profound theological continuity with tradition
in the conciliar texts. Instead some texts are read as compromises and are
considered to be of less importance than the liberal event of the new against the
old.13 Given Pope Benedict’s clear and compelling criticisms of such distor-
tions, it is not surprising that some historians of the council complain that the
present pope is far from the spirit of Vatican II.14

The specifically theological import of the conciliar documents and their
continuity with the two millennial traditions of the Church were also neglected
because of the woeful lack of adequate theological formation as fewer and fewer
graduate theological programs educated their graduates in the linguistic skills,
philosophical and theological habits of mind, and scholarly judgment they
needed to appropriate the primary patristic, monastic, scholastic, and coun-
terreformation sources.15

In contrast to this ‘‘liberal or conservative’’ reading of Vatican II as a power
struggle, then, the present volume seeks to make a modest contribution to
what Pope Benedict XVI calls a hermeneutics of reform in continuity with the
two millennial traditions of Catholic thought and wisdom. The contributors
are theologians dedicated to the renewal of Catholic theology in the light of
Vatican II.

The Constitutions

Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J., opens the volume with a discussion of Lumen
gentium. Dulles is well aware of interpretations of Lumen gentium that find in
the dogmatic constitution an opening for reconceiving the Catholic Church
alongmore democratic, pluralist, and postmodern lines. In such interpretations
Dulles sees at work not only mistaken characterizations of the document’s
teaching on theChurch but also an erroneous hermeneutic of the entire council.
If the council is interpreted as a rupture from past teachings rather than as an
authentic development of tradition, then the very nature of conciliar teaching is
profoundly undermined: If one council can decisively break from the teachings
of past councils, one could no longer affirm that conciliar teaching is other
than an exercise of arbitrary power that constructs ‘‘doctrine’’ in a fluid manner
for particular epochs. After critiquing this erroneous hermeneutic, Dulles
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evaluates the central ecclesiological concepts set forth in Lumen gentium: the
Church as ‘‘sacrament,’’ the membership of the Church, the Mystical Body, the
Kingdom of God, missionary activity, the people of God, the hierarchical
structure of the Church, the episcopate, collegiality, the magisterium, and the
‘‘sense of the faithful.’’ Dulles identifies the ways in which the council presents
these realities and makes clear that while the council’s presentation often
allows for a development, such developments constitute a deepening of, rather
than a break with, the tradition of the Church’s self-understanding. For Dulles
the key to this deepening is the council’s envisioning of ecclesiological realities
through the lens of sacrament.

Father Benoı̂t-Dominique de La Soujeole explores the second half of Lu-
men gentium and devotes particular attention to chapters 5, 7, and 8. In chapter
5 he examines the holiness of the Church (the ‘‘universal call to holiness’’) in
light of the members’ sinfulness: The Church offers to her members the
holiness of the divine life that Christ bestowed upon her through the Holy
Spirit, while the members, in their gradual conversion, are configured over
time to the divine life. The holiness of the members is charity, or love. Chapter
7 engages another seeming tension in the mystery of the Church: The Church
is one and yet exists both on earth and in heaven. How can these two modes
of existence, so different, constitute a unity? De La Soujeole notes that Lumen
gentium draws the two together by means of the supernatural virtues, especially
hope, by which the members of the Church reach out to heaven, and by means
of the intercession of the saints in heaven on behalf of the Church on earth.
Lastly, chapter 8 offers a Mariological reflection upon the Church. Here de La
Soujeole exhibits Lumen gentium’s ability to set forth the fullness of the tradi-
tion without thereby including all of the aspects of theological and pastoral
expression that are specific to various time periods but are not essential to the
reality expressed. The council raised two issues in particular: the range of Mar-
ian titles to include and the question of whether to place the theology of Mary
in a separate document or within Lumen gentium. De La Soujeole details the
opposed positions on these matters with sympathy toward both sides, and in
this way he makes manifest the way in which the council’s approach integrates
the concerns of those who sought, on the grounds of tradition, a different
treatment.

Father Francis Martin examines the first half of Dei verbum. The great
challenge for the council, he states, was how to integrate modern historical
work with the teaching of tradition as it relates to scripture and revelation.
Such work was already under way in papal encyclicals published before the
council. Martin pays particular attention to the preamble of Dei verbum, which
places the entire document in the light of 1 John 1:2–3: ‘‘We announce to you
the eternal life which was with the Father and has appeared to us: that which
we have seen and heard we announce to you that you might have fellowship
with us and our fellowship may be with the Father and with his Son Jesus
Christ.’’ The purpose ofDei verbum, then, is to take its place within the ecclesial
continuity (the ‘‘fellowship’’) of this announcement of the Gospel. For this rea-

8 vatican ii



son, too, the preamble remarks directly upon Dei verbum’s continuity with the
councils of Trent and Vatican I.

Martin then treats Dei verbum’s account of revelation, which provides a
theology of history that emphasizes God’s intimate presence as creator and
redeemer. For Dei verbum, the biblical covenants trace the stages by which God
prepared mankind for the coming of his incarnate Son. Other themes include
the apostolic transmission and appropriation of revelation, the relationship of
scripture and tradition, the role of the magisterium, and the inspiration and
truth of the scriptures. Having exhibited these themes with attention to prior
Catholic teaching, Martin addresses in some detail the question of the inter-
pretation of scripture, including topics such as authorial intention, the canon,
the analogy of faith, and God’s condescension in conveying divine truth
through human writing. Throughout Martin shows how Dei verbum’s treat-
ment opens up to contemporary hermeneutical and metaphysical insights into
the communication of truth.

Abbot Denis Farkasfalvy focuses upon the second half of Dei verbum and
takes his cue from the issues raised in chapter 3. His insights complement
Martin’s. Placing Dei verbum in the context of the 1943 encyclical Divino af-
flante, as well as standard textbooks on scripture from that period, he observes
that Dei verbum harvests some of the fruits of the encyclical’s awareness of the
role of literary genres in scripture. In turn, this appreciation for literary genre,
when united with the insights into history provided by the ressourcement the-
ology that flourished before the council, made possible a deeper reflection
upon the key questions of the theology of scripture. For Dei verbum, revelation
includes propositional truth but cannot be reduced to the conceptual level. With
regard to the chapters on the Old and New testaments, he demonstrates that
this point enables the council to approach inspiration and inerrancy from the
perspective of the historical economy of salvation, in a manner similar to that
of the fathers and the medievals. Similarly, the canonicity of books of scripture
makes more sense from a perspective that begins, asDei verbum does, from the
apostolic Church and its teaching. For Farkasfalvy, in short, Dei verbum is
engaged in a retrieval of the Church’s ancient understanding of revelation and
scripture, one that accords with the tradition of the Church but also offers a
more nuanced and textured historical framework so as to avoid certain pitfalls
of modern rationalism. In this regard he believes that Dei verbum could have
gone still further, especially with regard to the issue of divine and human au-
thorship. He also raises concerns about the reception of the second half of Dei
verbum, especially the chapter on the Old Testament, and argues that its pa-
tristic Christological emphasis has not been taken up by the Pontifical Biblical
Commission.

In the following chapter Dr. Pamela Jackson addresses Sacrosanctum
concilium’s theology of the liturgy. She first summarizes the basic principles
laid down by Sacrosanctum concilium in its opening paragraphs, where the
liturgy is placed within the Trinitarian context of the history of salvation and
human beings’ incorporation into Christ’s saving work. In this regard she
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notes Sacrosanctum concilium’s well-known description of the liturgy as the
‘‘summit’’ and the ‘‘source’’ of the Church’s activity, as well as its integration
of Christ’s presence and action in the liturgy with the Church’s action in the
liturgy. Turning to the document’s later chapters, she provides a general
overview of themes such as the Holy Eucharist, the Liturgy of the Hours, and
the liturgical year. In Jackson’s view, which she illustrates in some detail as
regards each section of the document, Sacrosanctum concilium’s approach
corresponds closelywith that of the fathers and draws heavily aswell on the 1947
encyclical Mediator Dei (influenced, Jackson notes, by the liturgical movement
of the early twentieth century) and contemporaneous Church documents. She
finds similar background to the liturgical reforms proposed by Sacrosanctum
concilium. While the Council of Trent does not play a leading role, its teachings
are upheld and deepened, Jackson affirms, by means of the council’s careful
attention to the fathers’ liturgical theology and to the magisterial documents
that appeared in the decades before Sacrosanctum concilium.

Father RomanusCessario also takes up Sacrosanctum concilium and focuses
upon its teaching on the sacraments. As he observes, Sacrosanctum concilium
does not intend to offer a new teaching on the sacraments but instead pre-
sumes that of the Council of Trent. Its aim is to reform sacramental practice,
not to enunciate new sacramental doctrine. Cessario identifies the twentieth-
century liturgical movement as the key source for Sacrosanctum concilium’s
understanding of the liturgy. Although many of the liturgical movement’s
historical claims and perspectives no longer obtain, its emphasis on active
participation and its influence on Pius XII’s encyclicals Mediator Dei, Mystici
Corporis Christi, and Divino afflante Spiritu exhibit its significance in overcom-
ing what Cessario calls a ‘‘juridicism associated with the administration of the
sacraments, especially of Penance’’ in the early twentieth century. As he shows,
Sacrosanctum concilium introduces a development in Catholic theology by
contributing to a new emphasis on liturgy within the Church’s catechetical
presentation of the sacraments. Yet this is not to say that Sacrosanctum con-
cilium warrants an anthropocentric view of the sacraments. Cessario observes
in this regard that the council ‘‘Fathers were set upon making the causal
efficacy of the sacraments more attractive and comprehensible to the Catholic
people, not reducing the sacraments to empty symbols of a creature-centered
religious ritualism.’’ He suggests in conclusion that today sacramental theol-
ogy, as shown by Redemptionis sacramentum and other recent Church docu-
ments, requires renewed attention. The result would be to complement the
work of Sacrosanctum concilium by expositing the sacramental causality by
which we are enabled to share in the justice of Christ.

In the following chapter Dr. J. Brian Benestad engages the first part of
Gaudium et spes, which, hemaintains, should be read in light of Lumen gentium.
Benestad observes that one can agree with some of the criticism of Gaudium et
spes’s foreword without thereby sanctioning its misreading by other scholars
who understand the world in an undifferentiated fashion not justified by
Gaudium et spes. In a clear manner, Gaudium et spes points out the existence of
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an interior moral disorder of individuals that corresponds to moral and polit-
ical disorder in modern societies. Above all, Gaudium et spes does not simply
affirm human dignity; rather it seeks to assist in perfecting it in the light of
Christ. In this vein Gaudium et spes challenges the presumptions that modern
societies make about what constitutes the dignity of the human person: Hu-
man dignity is not lessened by dependence upon others. Instead, it rests upon
and is perfected by a threefold human relationship with God: creation, re-
demption, and the call to Trinitarian communion. Ultimately the dignity
to which God calls human beings can be understood only Christologically
(Gaudium et spes 22). Benestad shows that the same understanding of the need
for the perfecting of human dignity characterizes the tradition of Catholic
teaching on the human person. Discussing the topics raised in chapters 2
through 4, he finds that these chapters appeal to principles of Catholic social
teaching that long predate Gaudium et spes, although Benestad suggests that
Gaudium et spes’s teaching on the duties of the clergy and laity seems some-
what unprepared for the movement of dissent that followed upon the council.

Next, Dr. Matthew Levering discusses part two of Gaudium et spes. The
Church is a privileged instrument of human development because she knows
the end to which the Father, through Christ and in the Holy Spirit, seeks to
draw human beings. Only such knowledge of the goal allows for a true mea-
sure of what constitutes progress. In part two of Gaudium et spes five central
areas of human development receive attention: marriage and the family, cul-
ture, economics, politics, and the use of coercive military force. In outlining
Gaudium et spes’s treatment of these issues, Levering asks whether Gaudium et
spes’s sometimes innovative presentations constitute a moment of disjunction
from previous Church teaching on the topics. With regard to marriage and the
family, he observes that Gaudium et spes rearranges the discussion in terms of
the covenantal mutual gift of husband and wife. Yet this does not alter the
Church’s traditional teaching on the procreative and unitive ends: The mutual
gift of husband and wife is ordained to the supreme gift, children. Similarly in
this framework of mutual gift the imaging of Christ and the Church, as well as
the indissolubility of marriage, receive clear expression. Regarding culture,
Gaudium et spes both celebrates the birth of a new humanism and warns that,
without knowledge of the human ordering to fulfillment in Christ, such a
humanism will result in a cultural and technological deformation of the hu-
man being. Similarly, with respect to economic development, Gaudium et spes
reaffirms the principles of Rerum novarum and, with respect to political de-
velopment, emphasizes the common good as prior to individual choice,
thereby insisting that rights are not markers of individual autonomy. On the
issue of Church and state, Gaudium et spes argues primarily that the Church
cannot be seen as a mere political community alongside other political com-
munities since the Church embodies the transcendent common good of the
human race. Finally, with respect to war,Gaudium et spes retains the traditional
teaching on ‘‘ just war’’ while nonetheless decrying both war and the ominous
emergence of nuclear weapons.
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The Decrees

Msgr. Brian Ferme delves into Christus Dominus and demonstrates how the
council, which drew upon the long tradition of bishops as successors of
the apostles, was able to complete and complement the work of Vatican I on
the roles of the pope as successor of Peter. As the chapters on Lumen gentium
indicate, the hierarchical character of the Church is intrinsic to her mission of
sanctifying, teaching, and governing. The universality of the Church is con-
cretely instantiated in the many local churches whose bishops are in commu-
nion with the pope as bishop of Rome. Indeed, the council itself witnessed to
the participation of all the bishops in hierarchical communion caring for the
universal Church. Ferme treats the juridical teachings ofChristus Dominuswith
regard to the bishops’ relationships with the Petrine ministry, as well as their
responsibilities in their own dioceses and their cooperation in attending to the
common good of many churches through synods and episcopal conferences.
These juridical responsibilities flow from the theology of the bishop in the
Church brought out in Lumen gentium.

Father Guy Mansini and Dr. Lawrence J. Welch treat Presbyterorum ordinis.
Focusing on paragraph two as the hermeneutical key to the document’s Chris-
tological account of the ministerial priesthood, they explore the document’s
genesis, its relationship to the Church’s tradition of reflection on holy orders,
and its reception since the council. A key task of Presbyterorum ordinis, they
suggest,was to bring together the threemunera (functions) of the priest, namely,
sanctifying, preaching, and ruling. Put another way, the priest should be un-
derstood as consecrated to God in order to offer the Eucharistic sacrifice and as
prolonging the apostolic mission of preaching and ruling. At stake in the
interpretation of Presbyterorum ordinis since its promulgation, Mansini and
Welch suggest, has been the question of whether the munera of preaching and
ruling absorb or eclipse, in Presbyterorum ordinis, the munus of sanctifying
(especially through the Eucharistic sacrifice). In other words, has the cultic
understanding of the Catholic priest, affirmed by the Council of Trent and
elsewhere, been dislodged or undermined by Presbyterorum ordinis? Mansini
and Welch, appealing in particular to paragraph five, argue that the answer is
no. They also show that in both Presbyterorum ordinis and Lumen gentium the
ministerial priest is presented as representing Christ not only when acting in
persona Christi in the Eucharistic sacrifice but also in preaching and ruling.
This is a development of doctrine that goes beyond both Trent and the en-
cyclicalMediator Dei but that, as a true development, does so without distorting
the traditional teaching.

Father Anthony A. Akinwale examines Optatam totius. He begins with a
brief exposition of John Henry Newman and Yves Congar on the development
of doctrine, so as to rule out from the outset the idea that the council suc-
cumbed to an undifferentiated acceptance of modern culture. Akinwale then
focuses upon the munus triplex Christi that the priest undertakes in repres-
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enting Christ in and for the service of the Church’s communion. It seems, he
notes, that Optatam totius’s insistence upon engagement with the world in
priestly formation marks a sharp disjunction from the Council of Trent’s more
strictly ecclesial formation of priests. Akinwale argues, however, that the two
approaches to priestly formation are united by the role of the three munera,
whose foundations are of course scriptural. The emphasis on the three munera
is found not only in Presbyterorum ordinis andOptatam totius but also, according
to Akinwale, in Trent and the encyclical tradition, as well as in the fathers and
scholastics. For both Trent and Vatican II, says Akinwale, the goal of priestly
formation was to shape priests who, in exercising the munus triplex, are ‘‘of
the world’’ but not ‘‘in the world,’’ that is to say, who embody Jesus Christ in the
world today. Given this goal, Optatam totius, like earlier documents on priestly
formation, insists on the necessity of seminaries set apart for priestly forma-
tion. Seminarians should be given the tools needed for exercising the munus
triplex, including preaching the revealed word of God, celebrating the sacra-
ments, and governing through service. As Akinwale puts it, this means an
integrated formation in holiness, intelligence, and competence, such as the
writings of the fathers display. He then reviews Optatam totius’s specific
teachings on formation in cruciform holiness (Christological and Mariologi-
cal), which requires intellectual formation guided by not only the method but
also the basic content of St. Thomas Aquinas’s theology so as to model the in-
telligence of faith needed for inculturation.

Next, Sr. Prudence Allen and Sr. Mary Judith O’Brien explore Perfectae
caritatis. Drawing upon a study of ten essential elements of religious life, Allen
and O’Brien focus upon Perfectae caritatis’s presentation of three such ele-
ments: relation to the Church; consecration by public vows of chastity, poverty,
and obedience; and communion in community. For each of these themes, they
review in some detail representative texts from the tradition of the Church’s
teaching on religious life, especially since the medieval period. They observe
that religious orders were traditionally conceived as ‘‘cooperators’’ with the
Church and as set apart for the sanctification of their members. However, St.
Thomas Aquinas, as well as Pius XII in his 1947 apostolic constitution Provida
Mater Ecclesia, recognized that the religious state affects all persons in the
Church. In this vein, Perfectae caritatis, like Lumen gentium, affirms that the
complete gift of self made by consecrated persons assists the Church’s mis-
sionary creativity and provides a measure of the Church’s depth of faith. With
respect to consecration by public vows, Perfectae caritatis did not challenge its
necessity or place, despite the experimentation that occurred after the council.
Rather, both Perfectae caritatis and Lumen gentium affirmed the value of the
vowed life of chastity, poverty, and obedience, although they did so in less ju-
ridical language than did some earlier ecclesial texts (in this they were pre-
ceded by documents issued by Pius XII). Finally, with respect to communion
in community or ‘‘common life,’’ they show that Perfectae caritatis’s statements
both affirm the value of common life in deepening the self-giving service that is
charity and accord with earlier ecclesial texts.
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Father Robert W. Oliver discusses Apostolicam actuositatem, whose stated
goal is to stimulate service of Christ and the Church on the part of the laity. As
Oliver points out, Apostolicam actuositatem, like Lumen gentium, places such
service not in a ‘‘horizontal’’ but in a ‘‘vertical’’ context, as a sharing in the
Trinitarian work of salvation. The document grounds its teaching on baptismal
incorporation into the common priesthood of Christ. Rather than viewing the
laity as fundamentally passive in their membership in the Church, Apostolicam
actuositatem depicts the laity as active members of the Body of Christ. For this
reason and in light of early-twentieth-century debates about the work of Cath-
olic Action, Apostolicam actuositatem presents a broader meaning of ‘‘aposto-
late’’ than found in previous Church teaching: ‘‘Apostolate’’ (individual or
organized) now includes not only the direct evangelization and sanctification
of the world but also the penetration of the Gospel into every aspect of the
world. Oliver traces this meaning through the chapters of the document and
sees in its range a development away from earlier juridical understandings of
‘‘apostolate’’ as requiring canonical authorization. Apostolicam actuositatem
does not envisage individual believers asserting their authority over against
ecclesial authority, but it does distinguish between apostolates whose ecclesial
ends require direct Church governance and those whose ends preclude it. In
this regard, Oliver remarks, Apostolicam actuositatem clarifies a controversy
regarding a pontifical congregation’s 1920 ruling that the canons of the 1917
Code of Canon Law did not apply to lay associations. Similarly, Apostolicam
actuositatem offers a new conception of the variety of relationships between lay
initiatives and episcopal oversight. Yet, in making these various canonical
distinctions, Apostolicam actuositatem does not conflate the role of the laity with
that of ecclesial authority.

Francis Cardinal George examines Ad gentes. After noting the Church’s
missionary activity throughout history, George summarizes the insights of Ad
gentes in five areas: the Church’s mission; Jesus Christ, the origin and source of
mission; the nature of mission; proclamation and dialogue; and conversion.
With respect to the Church’s mission, George states that Ad gentes, like Lumen
gentium, thinks of the entirety of the Church as the embodiment of the Son and
Spirit’s historical mission from the Father, a charge whose purpose is to draw
all people into the communion of the Trinity. Mission is thus linked with com-
munion, enacted visibly and historically in and through the apostolic struc-
tures of the hierarchical Church. Second, George turns to Jesus Christ as the
origin of mission. Ad gentes teaches that, although God may unite human
beings to Christ through implicit faith and outside the Church’s visible bounds,
all salvation nonetheless comes about through Christ and incorporation into
his Body, the Church.Ad gentes likewise affirms that mission, in its most proper
sense (which includes evangelization), is spreading the Gospel and planting
the Church in non-Christian countries. The content of such missionary work
cannot be reduced, according to Ad gentes, to the witness of a charitable life or
social services but must include preaching the Gospel, which should take place
within a context of respectful dialogue. In this regard George sees Ad gentes as
developing a more positive understanding of the value of other religions,
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without thereby renouncing the particularity of Christian salvation. Ad gentes
rules out proselytism, understood as inducements or pressure, but clearly states
that the goal of missionary activity is conversion to Christ. In conclusion he
briefly traces the reception of Ad gentes since the council.

Father Charles Morerod surveys Unitatis redintegratio in the context of the
history of Catholic ecumenism. He notes that consciousness of permanent
division did not fully emerge until the end of the sixteenth century, after which
it was sometimes interpreted positively as an indication of the defeat of one
side or the other. Vatican I noted that the Reformation divisions led to sig-
nificant loss of faith. Contemporary ecumenism began only in the late nine-
teenth century, and not until John XXIII’s 1959 encyclical Ad Petri cathedram
were ecumenical gatherings looked upon in a more clearly positive fashion.
Morerod suggests that the central theological notion of Unitatis redintegratio is
‘‘fullness.’’ Fullness is present in the Catholic Church, which possesses the
whole of the means of salvation; yet the existing fullness, impaired by the
separation of Christian brethren, can increase. Unitatis redintegratio also tea-
ches that a ‘‘hierarchy of truths’’ exists: While everyone must be held in faith,
some are nonetheless closer to the heart of Christianity than others, and this
hierarchy allows for the appreciation of degrees of participation. Christians not
united to the visible Church can be imperfectly united by degrees of partici-
pation through faith, baptism, and other shared elements. As Morerod shows,
Unitatis redintegratio thus engages the Orthodox churches and the Protestant
communions by applying the Church’s traditional understanding of degrees of
participation to the situation of Christian division.

Next, Dr. Khaled Anatolios comments on Orientalium Ecclesiarum. This
document, which pertains to the Eastern churches in communion with Rome,
gives insight, in Anatolios’s view, to the council’s commitment to theological
ressourcement. Anatolios first summarizes the document with particular at-
tention to the changes it makes to canon law—for example, allowing patriarchs
to appoint bishops within their patriarchal territories—out of respect for the
Eastern churches’ need to remain in organic continuity with their tradition. He
notes, too, Orientalium Ecclesiarum’s respect for Eastern liturgical rites as
equals to the Latin rite, which constitutes a change from the perspective taken
in Benedict XIV’s 1755 encyclical Allatae sunt but accords more closely with
Pius XII’s 1944 encyclical Orientalis Ecclesiae. Anatolios also points to the
conciliatory tone adopted with regard to the Eastern Orthodox by Leo XIII in
his 1894 encyclical Praeclara gratulationis. In the same year Leo XIII published
the encyclical Orientalium dignitas. Anatolios devotes a significant portion of
his treatment to comparing the opening paragraphs of Leo’s Orientalium dig-
nitas to those of Vatican II’s Orientalium Ecclesiarum. He finds that both doc-
uments praise the Eastern churches, but the latter does so more specifically for
their conservation (as bearers of tradition) of the Church’s doctrinal heritage.
In this way, there is both significant continuity and significant development in
the Church’s understanding of the Eastern churches.

Father Richard John Neuhaus takes up Inter mirifica. He points out that
Inter mirifica, although about social communication (the media), was generally
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ignored by the news media. To the extent that any paid it attention, it often
received bad press. The responses to the document, as Neuhaus shows, found
Inter mirifica to be overly cautious with regard to the media and too concerned
to lay down rules for communicating the faith. Neuhaus grants that the tone of
Inter mirifica is at times too negative, although he also observes that the present
state of the media justifies much of this negative concern. By emphasizing the
risk of abuses and the need to advocate for the Church, however, Inter mirifica
seems to Neuhaus to lack some of the boldness of other documents that,
indebted to the program of ressourcement, display the fathers’ missionary zeal
to convert the world rather than to retreat fearfully from it.

Yet, this tone does not, Neuhaus makes clear, distort the substance of the
document’s teaching, which conveys the Church’s traditional understanding,
unchanged today, of the communication of the faith. The key point of Inter
mirifica is that evangelization, as an ongoing task of all Christians, will be car-
ried forth by Christians who are proficient in the instruments of communi-
cation precisely through those instruments. Just as Catholics must actively
evangelize through the media, so also, according to Inter mirifica, must the
media exemplify truth, charity, and justice in order not to become the obverse
of true communication. Inter mirifica therefore defends the freedom of the
media but does so within the due limits of justice in accord with the state’s
concern for the common good. As Neuhaus concludes, Inter mirifica’s content
is neither new nor outdated but constitutes simply a modest effort to encourage
the full communication of the Gospel and to uphold the standards of truth and
justice as they concern the communications industry.

The Declarations

In this section Dr. Russell Hittinger engages Dignitatis humanae, which he
reads as meaning what it says in its first paragraph with respect to leaving
‘‘intact the traditional Catholic teaching on the moral duty of individuals and
societies toward the true religion and the one Church of Christ.’’ Hittinger
asserts that Dignitatis humanae is best read as a very limited statement on the
duty of states to protect the freedom of religious worship. He notes that his-
torically one finds three models of the Church’s situation vis-à-vis temporal
authorities: (1) a single body, in which the king participates in Christ ‘‘pedes in
terra [feet on earth]’’ and the episcopal authority participates in Christ’s ‘‘caput
in caelo [head in heaven]’’; (2) a separation in which the Church enjoys liberty
under certain rubrics; and (3) a conflation in which the government takes over
the Church. In Hittinger’s view, faced with the twentieth-century rise of fascist
and communist regimes, Dignitatis humanae strongly rejects the third model
and offers only tangential comment upon the first. Instead, in accord with the
second model, Dignitatis humanae aims at articulating the particular kind of
religious liberty that the Church, along with individuals and other communi-
ties, requires. This does not mean that Dignitatis humanae supposes that gov-
ernments can be neutral toward truth. Rather, absent recognition of the exis-
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tence of divine truth, human religious liberty would not be sufficient to ground
its claim to inviolability. Hittinger points out that Dignitatis humanae teaches
that liberty comes not from the state but from Christ, who has purchased the
Church’s liberty by his cross and requires her to speak the truth to all cultures.
Human beings possess religious liberty precisely in order to find and affirm
such truth. Governments should not control religious activity but rather should
facilitate people’s ability to engage in religious activity. In making this limited
claim, Hittinger observes, Dignitatis humanae both fully accords with the tra-
dition of Church teaching and avoids the thorny issues that would mark a
broader discussion of the temporal authority’s responsibilities in relation to the
Church.

Next, Dr. Don J. Briel discusses Gravissimum educationis. He grounds his
discussion in a thorough acquaintance with earlier papal teaching on educa-
tion, above all Pius XI’s 1929 encyclicalDivini illius magistri, as well as remarks
in documents such as Pius XI’s 1937 Mit brennender Sorge (regarding the Nazi
restriction on Catholic schooling) and Pius IX’s 1849 Nostis et nobiscum (re-
garding the detachment of education from the Church’s authority and pastoral
oversight). Briel also reflects upon postconciliar magisterial documents and
commentary on Gravissimum educationis by theologians, in particular Joseph
Ratzinger, who criticized the document as weak. As Briel points out, Grav-
issimum educationis is far more optimistic in terms of its anthropology and its
assessment of modern technological development than is Pius XI’s Divini
illius magistri. In addition, Gravissimum educationis, while privileging Catholic
schools, does not restrict its scope to them; it also treats the needs of Catholic
students in non-Catholic schools. In Briel’s view, where Gravissium educationis
could have gainedmost from an increased incorporation ofDivini illius magistri
is in the area of distinguishing between parents’ competencies and responsi-
bilities, the Church, and society with regard to the education of children. Yet, as
Briel shows, Gravissimum educationis is attuned to the distinct roles of parents,
Church, and society and aware too of the threat posed to the common good by a
purely secular education that excludes God.

Finally, Fr. Arthur Kennedy interprets Nostra aetate as an exercise in ap-
propriating and transposing traditional teaching on the Church in light of
developments in historical knowledge and cultural appreciation of other reli-
gious communities. At the heart of Nostra aetate, Kennedy observes, is Saint
Augustine’s dictum that ‘‘our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.’’ It is in
this light that Nostra aetate envisions the aims of non-Christian religions. Thus
Nostra aetate seeks to value all that is good in these religions while proclaiming
that Christ alone gives the salvation that fulfills human beings. Kennedy de-
scribes in some detail the theological presuppositions of Nostra aetate’s
teaching on Judaism. Without smoothing over the discontinuity and historical
tensions, Nostra aetate takes up Saint Paul’s affirmation in the Epistle to the
Romans that God has not rejected his people or revoked his covenants and also
continues and develops the catechism of the Council of Trent’s teaching that
our sins, not the entire Jewish people, are responsible for Christ’s death. Here
again Kennedy points to Augustine as a significant source for Nostra aetate’s
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perspective, and he notes as well the emergence of Jewish-Catholic dialogue,
particularly in the early twentieth century. Augustine and Saint Thomas
Aquinas also contribute, in Kennedy’s view, to the document’s understanding
of other non-Christian religions in relation to the capacities of natural reason,
strongly affirmed by Vatican I, and to the virtue of justice. Kennedy concludes
by remarking upon the reception of the document through the wide variety of
efforts to foster dialogue and understanding between Catholics and non-
Christian religions.

Lastly, from a Methodist perspective, Geoffrey Wainwright comments on
Unitatis redintegratio and Sacrosanctum concilium in light of the twentieth cen-
tury’s ecumenical and liturgical movements. Emphasizing the patristic roots of
both documents, Wainwright employs three liturgical terms to guide his re-
flection: anamnesis (remembrance), epiclesis (invocation), and prolepsis (antici-
pation). With regard to Sacrosanctum concilium, he states that the renewed
‘‘service of the word’’ directs attention to the Paschal mystery and points to the
ecumenical significance of the new anaphoras. He also finds in the 1972 Rite
for the Christian Initiation of Adults a renewal of patristic practice. Placing
Unitatis redintegratio in the context of the ecumenical movement of the first
half of the twentieth century, he observes that the recurrent question in ecu-
menism is ecclesiological: Where is the one Church to be found? Important in
this regard, he shows, was the patristic theology of baptism, especially Aug-
ustine’s affirmation that the baptism administered by the Donatists did not
need to be repeated. Building upon this foundation, the ecumenical movement
and Unitatis redintegratio set forth an understanding of ‘‘degrees of commu-
nion’’ and of the Church as a ‘‘sacrament.’’ Wainwright argues that these
approaches make possible further ecumenical convergences among Christians
regarding the marks of the Church. He then turns specifically to exploring the
concept of ‘‘renewal within tradition.’’ Renewal, he notes, has its Christian
meaning in an ‘‘eschatological newness’’ that requires the pilgrim Church,
guided by the Holy Spirit, always to deepen the union with Christ that the
Paschal mystery has accomplished. He shows that in fact this is precisely
the meaning of ‘‘renewal’’ at work in the revisions and reforms proposed by
the council’s documents. Included within this ‘‘renewal within tradition’’ was
a new mode of doctrinal dialogue between the Catholic Church and various
Protestant communions, as Wainwright demonstrates by means of particular
attention to recent dialogues between Catholics, Methodists, Lutherans, and
Anglicans.

How do the chapters of this book, taken as a whole, contribute to our un-
derstanding of the Second Vatican Council? First, the variety of the documents
that constitute Vatican II become clear. The point that the conciliar documents
do not mark a break with prior teaching obviously does not mean that they all
integrate earlier teaching in the same way or to the same degree. Likewise,
continuity with tradition does not mean a static or stale repetition. Rather it is
precisely the continuity, or complementarity, that allows for true renewal.
Renewal does not mean deconstruction or rupture but instead entails the
enriching and deepening of what has gone before.
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Second, as befits a truly ‘‘Catholic’’ approach, the council’s documents
exposit realities of faith and recommend courses of pastoral practice, with the
aim of moving ever closer to the Word incarnate, Christ Jesus, who offers each
person, by the Holy Spirit, true freedom through faith, hope, and self-giving
love. The council’s task is to lead believers more deeply into the contents and
requirements of faith, hope, and love. In this task the council is sustained by
the awareness that Christ Jesus has never left the Church bereft of his truth
and sanctifying power. The tradition upon which the council draws is itself the
work of the Spirit, which draws believers closer to Christ. Far from rejecting
this tradition, which would bring about an unintelligible rupture at the heart of
the Spirit’s work in the Church, the council aims to enter ever more deeply, in a
doctrinal and pastoral fashion, into the realities that are handed down within
this tradition.

Some recent remarks by philosopher Robert Sokolowski recall the im-
portance of appreciating the council’s work in this Catholic, rather than liberal
or conservative, fashion. Sokolowski offers a metaphor, taken from American
football, that explains the ‘‘rupture’’ model of interpreting the council: ‘‘The
impression was given that the tradition of the Church was not a continuous
handing on, through the centuries, of something received; it was more like a
long pass from the apostolic age to the Second Vatican Council, with only
distortions in between, whether Byzantine, medieval, or baroque.’’16 In this
view, the progressive teachings of Jesus have been distorted by centuries of
conservative overlay—the work of what Hobbes might call ‘‘priestcraft’’—that
Vatican II then bravely seeks to overcome. Vatican II here becomes the great
force against ideology. The problem with this perspective is that Vatican II
would thereby seem to deny the continuity of the Spirit’s work in the Church
and ipso facto would turn itself into an ideology (thus the attraction of the
liberal-conservative schema). As Sokolowski points out, however, from a fully
Catholic perspective rooted in the historical missions of the Son and the Spirit,
‘‘the Second Vatican Council is only one council among many, and all the
others—including the First Vatican Council and the Council of Trent—as well
as the tradition of the Church retain their force and importance.’’17

Sokolowski goes on to call for Catholic scholars to place the council within
a properly Catholic theology of history. The Church is no mere ideology but is
instead the locus of Christ’s sanctifying truth by the power of his Spirit. The
Church draws us into a personal encounter with the Redeemer, who invites us
to share in the very life of the Trinity. This is good news indeed, and it cannot
coexist with an ideological reading of the Church’s tradition. Sokolowski ob-
serves, ‘‘Without episcopal teaching in continuity with the apostles and with
Christ, there is no sanctification and government, and there can be no Catholic
Church.’’18Other kinds of churches and theologies of history might be possible
without such continuity, but not a Catholic one. As he says, therefore, ‘‘One of
the greatest challenges to the Church is to reestablish the continuity between
the present Church and the Church throughout the centuries, to revalidate the
tradition of the Church.’’19 This task requires a theological hermeneutic of the
council.
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This book, we hope, contributes in an initial way to the needed task. If
these chapters inspire other theologians to take up this charge with a Catholic
hermeneutic appropriate to the council, then the book will have achieved its
aims. Much more work remains to be done. The renewal sought by the Second
Vatican Council requires all Roman Catholics to deepen their lives of faith and
learning, their sacramental participation in divine worship, as well as their
many spiritual and corporeal works of mercy. In opening the council John
XXIII prayed that the ‘‘sacred deposit of Christian doctrine should be guarded
and taught more efficaciously’’ in order to respond with an intelligent and
loving faith in Christ Jesus and his Church to the challenges facing both the
Church and humanity at the end of the second millennium of Christianity and
the dawn of the third.20 Will those hopes and prayers be fulfilled? As one
perceptive historian has written, ‘‘No one knows whether, in the twenty-fifth
century, Vatican II will be remembered as another Lateran V—a reforming
council that failed—or another Trent—a reforming council that was so suc-
cessful that it set the course of Catholic life for more than four hundred
years.’’21

notes

1. One theologian who was obliged by his superior to give daily reports for La
Croix, Fr. Antoine Wenger, A.A., called attention to the danger of ideological distortions
in the mass media coverage: ‘‘The journalist is in danger of writing merely ideological
information, explaining everything categorically in terms of conservatives and progres-
sives, integralists and modernists, doctrinal and pastoral, curia and pastors, Italians and
non-Italians, etc.’’ Vatican Council II: The First Session, trans. Robert J. Olsen (West-
minster, Md.: Newman Press, 1966); his complete coverage (in French) appears in
Vatican II (Paris: Centurion, 1963–1965), 3 vols. See also Yves Congar, Le concile au jour
le jour (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1963–1966), 4 vols.

2. These are collected in Xavier Rynne, Vatican Council II: With a New Introduction
by the Author (1968; New York: Orbis, 1999).

3. Joseph Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vatican II, trans. Henry Traub,
Gerard Thormann, and Werner Barzel (New York: Paulist Press, 1966).

4. Leo XIII, Aeterni Patris, an encyclical on the restoration of Christian philosophy
(Aug. 4, 1879), no. 24.

5. First statement of Pope Benedict XVI after the Mass with the cardinals (Apr. 20,
2005), no. 3: ‘‘Iustissima quidem de causa Pontifex Ioannes Paulus Secundus Ecclesiae
in Concilio illo demonstravit indicem seu ut dicitur quasi ‘nauticam pyxidem,’ qua in
vasto mari tertii millennii dirigeretur (cf. Litt. Ap. Novo millennio ineunte, 57–58). In suo
spiritali quoque Testamento scripsit: ‘Persuasum mihi habeo advenientes homines
diutius etiam quaedam sumpturos ex divitiis illis quas hoc Concilium saeculi vicesimi
nobis est elargitum’ (Mar. 17, 2000). Nos quoque propterea munus ingredientes quod
est proprium successoris Petri, firmam certamque voluntatem declarare volumus
Concilii Vaticani Secundi continuandi exsecutionem, Praegredientibus Decessoribus
Nostris, atque in fideli perpetuitate duorum milium annorum Ecclesiae traditionis.’’

6. Benedict XVI, ‘‘Faith, Reason, and the University: Memories and Reflections,’’
lecture at the University of Regensburg, Sept. 12, 2006, in James Schall, S.J., The
Regensburg Lecture (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine Press, 2007), 233–47.

20 vatican ii



7. Ibid. On the consequences of voluntarism on academic cultures see Alasdair
MacIntyre’s Three Rival Traditions of Moral Inquiry (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1990), in which he charts how contemporary universities and cul-
tures take their bearings from two Enlightenment traditions: the encyclopedists and the
genealogists. The encyclopedists attend carefully to the endless particularities open to
human study but lack any internal intelligent ordering of the whole. The alphabet
provides the scholars, as it also does the administrative bureaucrats, with their im-
poverished substitute for order: the filing system. God is filed under ‘‘G,’’ along with
‘‘gold’’ and ‘‘gorillas.’’ The genealogists then come along to claim that any language is
only a dialect with an army and a navy, so that all orders are only conventions imposed
by dominative power. All order and pattern are merely conventional, so whatever pat-
tern is operative is due to those in power deciding it is so. Truth becomes just another
name for arbitrary dominative power.

8. Charles Taylor, The Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 215ff.

9. See Jonathan Israel, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Mod-
ernity, 1650–1750 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 218–29, esp. 227–29.

10. Ibid., 157–274, 445–76; and Spinoza, A Theologico-political Treatise (New York:
Dover, 2004), 98–119, esp. 101.

11. Agostino Marchetto, Il Concilio Ecumenico Vaticano II: Contrappunto per la sua
storia (Vatican City: Liberia Editrice Vaticana, 2005), 84ff., 358ff. An English translation
is in preparation.

12. The Italian five-volume Storia del Concilio Vaticano II, under the general edi-
torship of Giuseppe Alberigo, has been published in several languages. The English
version is History of Vatican II, ed. Joseph Komonchak; trans. Matthew J. O’Connell
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1995–2006).

13. Marchetto, Il Concilio Ecumenico Vaticano II, 223–43; also 93–165. See also
Camillo Cardinal Ruini, Nuovi segni dei tempi: Le sorti della fede nell’età dei mutamenti
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1

Nature, Mission, and Structure

of the Church

Avery Cardinal Dulles, S.J.

Conciliar Hermeneutics

There exists a general impression that Vatican II accomplished a
major revolution in ecclesiology. John O’Malley credits it for achieving
a reform by transformation or revolution rather than by adjustment
or development;1 Gregory Baum holds that its documents reflect a
‘‘Blondelian shift’’ from extrinsicism toward experience and imma-
nence.2 Richard P. McBrien speaks of ‘‘Copernican’’ and ‘‘Einstein-
ian’’ revolutions that overcame the unhealthy ecclesiocentrism of the
past.3 George Lindbeck finds in the council documents a mixture of
classical and progressive elements but holds that the old is to be un-
derstood in terms of the new rather than vice versa.4

These authors, together with many others who might be named,
popularized a rather radical interpretation of the council’s impact on
ecclesiology. Before the council, it is held, the Church was regarded as
an institution founded by Christ with definite and immutable struc-
tures. After the council the Church was seen as a pilgrim community
constantly restructuring itself to suit the times. Before the council the
Church was regarded as necessary for salvation; after it, as one ofmany
places in which people could live a life of grace. Before Vatican II, the
Catholic Church saw herself as the sole legitimate Church; after it, as
one of many realizations of the Church of Christ, all imperfect. Until
the council, the Church was seen as a divinely instituted monarchy in
which all authority descended from the pope; after it, as a People of
God that governed itself through consensus.

All of these generalizations, I maintain, are false. They overlook
the nuances both in the preconciliar period and in Vatican II. The
council did effect a number of important developments in ecclesiology,



but they were not revolutionary in character. Any aggiornamento that it ac-
complished was intrinsically connected with the principle of ressourcement.
‘‘Every renewal of the Church,’’ for the council, ‘‘essentially consists in an
increase of fidelity to her own calling’’ (UR 6).

The principles of interpretation are of vital importance. Concerned by
misinterpretations, Pope John Paul II convened an extraordinary assembly of
the Synod of Bishops in 1985. That synod in its final report taught that the
council’s teaching should be interpreted ‘‘in continuity with the great tradition
of the Church,’’ including the teaching of earlier councils and popes.5 At a
special audience on February 17, 2002, Pope John Paul II warned against
partial and prejudiced interpretations. He went on to declare that ‘‘The Church
has always known the rules for a correct hermeneutic of the contents of dogma.
They are rules inscribed within the texture of faith and not outside it. To read
the council supposing that it involves a rupture with the past—whereas in
reality it situates itself in the line of the abiding faith—is decisively misleading.
That which has been believed ‘by all, always, and in every place’ is the authentic
newness that permits every epoch to feel itself enlightened by the word of
God’s revelation in Jesus Christ.’’6 In light of this ‘‘authentic newness,’’ in this
chapter I explore the teaching of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church,
Lumen gentium, on the nature, mission, and hierarchical structures of the
Church (chapters 1–3).

The Church as Sacrament

The first chapter of Lumen gentium, which deals with themystery of the Church,
begins by describing the Church as being, in Christ, a sacrament of unity: that
is to say, a sign and an instrument of the unity of the whole human race in
Christ the Lord. This vision of unity recalls the opening words of Vatican I’s
Pastor aeternus: ‘‘The eternal Shepherd and Guardian of our souls (cf. 1 Pet
2:25), in order to continue for all time the saving work of redemption, deter-
mined to build his holy Church so that in it, as in the house of the living God,
all who believe might be united together in the bond of one faith and one love.
For this reason, before he was glorified, he prayed to the Father not for the
apostles only but for those also who would believe in him on their testimony,
that all might be one as he, the Son, and the Father are one (cf. Jn 17:20ff )’’ (DS
3050). Vatican I did not apply the term ‘‘sacrament’’ to the Church, but it did
speak of the Church as a ‘‘standard lifted up among the nations’’ and as inviting
all, by her Catholic unity and other wonderful properties, to believe in her
divine testimony and to enter her fold (DS 3013–14).

For Vatican II, the idea of the Church as sacrament is of foundational
importance. Four times in Lumen gentium (LG 1, 9, 48, 59) and six times in
other documents (SC 5 and 26; GS 42 and 45, AG 1 and 5) it so designates the
Church. A sacrament is a symbolic expression of the great mystery of grace and
salvation centered in Jesus Christ. For the New Testament and the fathers,
Christ is the great sacrament or mystery of salvation, but Christ is not complete
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without the Church, which is his visible and effective presence on earth. Thus
the Church may be seen, in Christ, as the encompassing sacrament.

The history of the concept of the Church as sacrament cannot be reviewed
here, but others have traced it.7 Anticipated by Augustine and his mediaeval
followers,8 sacramental ecclesiology came into special favor in the nineteenth
century, with outstanding representatives such as Johannes Kuhn, Heinrich
Klee, Johann Adam Möhler, and Matthias Scheeben. Pius XII in his encyclical
on the mystical Body, without calling the Church a sacrament, portrayed it as a
visible, grace-filled institution through which Christ carries on his saving work.
In 1949 the Holy Office spoke of the Church as a generale auxilium salutis (DS
3870), which is practically equivalent to ‘‘general sacrament.’’

In the decades that preceded Vatican II many theologians, such as Henri
de Lubac, Otto Semmelroth, and Karl Rahner, spoke of the Church as a great or
fundamental sacrament in which the grace of Christ was mysteriously at work.
The German bishops were primarily responsible for getting the sacramental
concept written into the Constitution on the Church.9 A few theologians at
Vatican II opposed the application of the term ‘‘sacrament’’ to the Church.
They feared that it might be misused to imply that the sacraments were not
constitutive of the Church and that the Church could institute or suppress in-
dividual sacraments at her discretion. American theologian Joseph Clifford
Fenton attributed this view to Modernist George Tyrrell and expressed the
apprehension that the same view would resurface after the council.10 His con-
cerns were not unfounded even though the idea of the Church as general
sacrament did not imply the her temporal priority over the individual sacra-
ments. If it is true that the Church makes the sacraments, it is no less true that
the sacramentsmake theChurch. She does not have creative power over them.11

Membership

In the light of its sacramental ecclesiology, Lumen gentium revisited the
question raised by Pius XII inMystici corporis regarding membership. For Pius
XII, themystical Body had two aspects, the visible and the invisible, which were
not two bodies or two churches but two aspects of a single complex reality
analogous to the union of the two natures in Christ (MC 63).12 Approaching
the question of membership in terms of the Church as a visible and an organic
body, the pope held that only Roman Catholics could be members in the full
sense of the word (reapse, MC 22). Non-Catholics could be spiritually united
to the Church by desire and intention but could not qualify as members
(MC 103).

Vatican II, relying on a sacramental ecclesiology, handled the question of
membership somewhat differently. Avoiding the term ‘‘member,’’ which had
become bogged down in controversy, it spoke of perfect and imperfect reali-
zations of the sacrament. The sacrament of the Church is fully realized only
in the Catholic Church, the visible and grace-filled society in which the bonds
of professed faith, ecclesiastical government, and sacramental communion
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remain fully intact (LG 14). These bonds belong together insofar as the true
Church indefectibly possesses them all. But the bonds are separable in the
sense that some may survive in the absence of others. Non–Roman Catholic
communities may possess some authentic ecclesial elements and be able to
make fruitful use of them as channels of grace (LG 15; cf. UR 3).

Individuals in different ecclesial situations may enjoy various degrees of
communion with, or incorporation in, the one Church of Christ. To be fully
incorporated and fully in communion, one must possess the Spirit of Christ
and accept the full system of Catholic Christianity, including all of the means
of salvation given to it (LG 14). Catechumens can be joined to the Church by
explicit desire (voto, LG 14). Baptized non-Catholics can be in partial or imper-
fect communion, thanks to their faith, their devotion, and the means of sal-
vation available to them in their respective communities (LG 15). Non-Chris-
tians are not in communion with the Church but are ordered toward it in
various ways (diversis rationibus ordinantur, LG 16).

The Church of Christ and the Catholic Church

Mystici Corporis, relying on the analogy of the body, stated that the Church of
Christ is identical with the Roman Catholic Church. The early drafts of Vatican
II’s Constitution on the Church took a similar position, but once the sacramental
idea was introduced, a change was in order. Responding to complaints that the
language seemed to rule out ecclesial elements in other churches, a subcom-
mission eliminated ‘‘is’’ (est) and inserted in its place ‘‘is present in’’ (adest in).
However, the council fathers were not content to assert that the Church of Christ
is present in Roman Catholicism, which had always claimed to possess in itself
the fullness of the Church. Thus the Theological Commission on November 25,
1963, dropped the term ‘‘adest’’ and replaced it with ‘‘subsistit.’’ The new term
was proposed by Sebastian Tromp, S.J., who had previously favored ‘‘est’’ and
was a stout defender of the positions of Mystici Corporis.13

It is regrettable that the commentaries generally give the impression that
subsistit in was a replacement for est and was introduced to provide for the
ecclesial reality of other Christian communities.14 In point of fact, it was in-
troduced as a replacement for ‘‘adest in’’ in order to safeguard the full presence
of the Church of Christ in the Catholic communion.

Since the council it has become common to say that Lumen gentium con-
tradicted and corrected Mystici Corporis, which had taught that the Catholic
Church is the same as the mystical Body. In reality, the council agreed with
Mystici Corporis that the mystical Body had full or substantive existence in the
Catholic Church and nowhere else. According to Cardinal Ratzinger, speaking
at Menlo Park, California, in 1999, the council, far from contradicting Pius
XII, simply explicated his formula. He went on to say:

The word subsistit derives from ancient philosophy, as it was later
developed among the Scholastics. It corresponds to the Greek word
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hypostasis, which of course plays a key role in Christology in describing
the union of divine and human natures in the one person of Christ.
Subsistere is a special case of esse. It refers to existence in the form of an
individual subject. . . .With the word subsistit, the council wanted to
express the singularity and non-multipliability of the Church of Christ,
the Catholic Church: the Church exists as a single subject in the reality
of history. But the difference between subsistit and est also embraces
the drama of ecclesial division: for while the Church is only one and
really exists, there is being which is from the Church’s being—there is
ecclesial reality—outside the Church.15

Necessity and Mission of the Church

Many commentators have used the sacramental ecclesiology of Vatican II as
grounds for belittling the importance of the Church for salvation. They speak
as though the Church were a mere sign (sacramentum) that points to the reality
of salvation, which is found in the Kingdom of God (res sacramenti), as some-
thing external to herself. In an early book, Richard McBrien took the position
that while all are called to the Kingdom, only some are called to the Church.
The Church, in his view, was one of a number of agents for bringing the values
of the Kingdom (freedom, justice, peace, charity, compassion, and reconcilia-
tion) into human society. The Church, consequently, should abandon the il-
lusion that she is the ordinary means of salvation and that all people are invited
to belong to her.16

This understanding of the sacramentality of the Church, although it be-
camepopular in somecircles after the council, departs substantively fromLumen
gentium. According to the council, the Church and the Kingdom, without being
in all respects identical, are intimately conjoined. The Church is ‘‘the Kingdom
of Christ now present in mystery’’ (LG 3). In proclaiming and extending the
Kingdom, the Church ‘‘becomes on earth the initial budding forth of that King-
dom’’ (LG 5). The Church is not a bare sign or a mere instrument; as a
sacrament, it precontains in germ the reality that it effects: The Kingdom of
God is already present in Christ and the Church; it grows in and through the
Church.

In his encyclical on missionary activity, Redemptoris missio, Pope John Paul
II criticized authors who speak of the Kingdom in purely secular terms and
limit the Church’s mission to the promotion of ‘‘values of the Kingdom’’ such
as peace, justice, freedom, and brotherhood. He insisted that the Kingdom
cannot be detached either from Christ or from the Church. Even the temporal
dimension of the Kingdom, he said, remains incomplete unless it is connected
with Christ present in the Church.17

The necessity of the Church is powerfully affirmed in several passages of
Lumen gentium. For example, article 9 states that Christ uses the Church as ‘‘an
instrument for the redemption of all,’’ while article 14 declares that Christ,

nature, mission, and structure of the church 29



‘‘made present in his Body, which is the Church,’’ is ‘‘the one Mediator and the
unique Way of salvation.’’ In affirming the necessity of faith and baptism (Mk
16:16 and Jn 3:5), Christ implied the necessity of the Church, to which faith and
baptism give admission. Anyone who knows ‘‘that the Church was made nec-
essary by God through Jesus Christ’’ is obliged to enter the Church and remain
in her under pain of forfeiting eternal salvation (LG 14).

In addition, article 17 presents a very strong rationale for the Church’s
missionary activity. Through the Apostles she has received the solemn man-
date to evangelize the whole world, a task she is impelled to embrace because of
the inner compulsion of the Holy Spirit: ‘‘In this way the Church simulta-
neously prays and labors that the entire world may become the People of God,
the Body of the Lord, and the Temple of the Holy Spirit, and that in Christ the
Head of all, there may be rendered to the Creator and Father of the Universe all
honor and glory.’’ These statements of Lumen gentium on the importance of
spreading the faith are reinforced by Vatican II’s Decree on the Church’s Mis-
sionary Activity, Ad gentes.

In accordwith previous papal teaching, especially since Pius IX, the council
acknowledged that persons who were inculpably ignorant of the Gospel could
attain salvation. Those who ‘‘through no fault of their own do not know the
gospel of Christ or his Church, yet sincerely seek God and, moved by his grace,
strive by their deeds to do his will as it is known to them through the dictates of
conscience’’ can attain to everlasting salvation (LG 16). But rather often, ac-
cording to the council, those who have not been privileged to hear the gospel
‘‘have become caught up in futile reasoning and have exchanged the truth of
God for a lie, serving the creature rather than the Creator (cf. Rom 1:21, 25)’’
(LG 16). To believe the gospel is consequently not just a duty but also a signal
benefit.

The People of God

One of the distinctive features of Lumen gentium is its use of the image of the
people of God as a description of the Church. This image was introduced partly
to offset the limitations of the image of the Body of Christ, which did not do
justice to the personal freedom and responsibility of each member. Protestant
exegetes such as Ernst Käsemann and Nils Dahl had popularized the idea of
the Church as the pilgrim People of God still en route to its eschatological
destiny; Catholic exegetes such as Ceslas Spicq, Lucien Cerfaux, and Rudolf
Schnackenburg found merit in this image.

The image of the People of God helped to overcome what some council
fathers characterized as triumphalism. Shifting the emphasis from the divine
Head to the human members, this image called for a humble Church, open to
purification and reform. It favored sociological studies of the Church and the
process of inculturation.

Along with its assets, the image of People of God had its limitations.
Cardinal Ratzinger, in various studies, found that it had only a meager basis in
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scripture and in the fathers. Even in the New Testament, he discovered, the
term generally referred not to the Church but to the Old Israel. The members
of the Church can become the People of God only through union with Christ,
thanks to faith and the sacraments. Christians are the People of God because
they partake of the Body of Christ.18

Ratzinger concludes that the term ‘‘People of God’’ must be combined
with ‘‘sacrament’’ to be serviceable in ecclesiology: ‘‘One only remains faithful
to the council if one always takes and reflects on these two core terms of its
ecclesiology together, sacrament and people of God. Here it becomes clear how
far the council is still ahead of us: the idea of the Church as sacrament has
hardly entered people’s awareness.’’19

Yves Congar gives a critique not unlike that of Ratzinger. Under the new
dispensation, he remarks, the People of God receive a spiritual status that can
be expressed only in the categories and theology of the Body of Christ. Ac-
cording to Congar, ‘‘St. Paul never contented himself with adding the attribute
the Body of Christ to the concept of the People of God, just as he had received it
from Judaism. He introduced the idea of the Body of Christ as the essential
concept in treating of the Church. This idea was needed to explain what the
People of God had become since the incarnation, Easter and Pentecost. The
People of God was truly the Body of Christ. Only thus does it secure its ade-
quate Christological reference.’’20

In its overview of the images of the Church, Vatican II by no means
dismissed Body of Christ, or ‘‘mystical Body,’’ the central theme of articles 7
and 8. The council used the categories of People of God and Body of Christ as
mutually complementary. It would be amistake to imagine that with Vatican II
the concept of the Church as People of God simply replaced that of Body of
Christ. Both images were used to give concreteness to the more abstract and
technical concept of sacrament.

Hierarchical Structure

In July 1963 it was decided to remove from the chapter on the laity the passages
that deal with the people of God as a whole and to place those sections near the
beginning of the document, immediately after chapter 1, on the mystery of the
Church, thus constituting what became the new chapter 2.21 From this fact
proponents of democratization have drawn sweeping inferences. Because the
vast majority of the People of God are laypersons, some contend, the new or-
dering of the chapters gives priority to the laity and leaves the hierarchy in a
secondary role as servants.22 Some imagined that all of the baptized bear within
them the power conferred by ordination and that the hierarchical ordering of
the Church is merely a matter of good order.

In fact, the reordering was prompted not by a desire to place the laity ahead
of the hierarchy but rather to treat the Church in general before taking up any
of her components. The chapter on the laity did not become the new chapter 2;
it became chapter IV, which follows the chapter on the hierarchy. The new
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chapter 2 does not say or even suggest that the Church was originally a com-
munity of equals without hierarchical leadership. On the contrary, it states that
the People of God were from the beginning made up of people of various ranks
who had different ministries (LG 13).

In chapter 2 Lumen gentium draws a sharp distinction between the com-
mon priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial priesthood of the ordained.
To its great credit, the council here gives new prominence to the biblical and
patristic notion of the baptismal priesthood. After undergoing at least a partial
eclipse, the notion reemerged in the early twentieth century. Fruitfully used by
Pius XII in his Encyclical on the Liturgy,Mediator Dei (1947),23 the theme was
extensively studied in theology during the next decade.24 Vatican II, unlike
some of its commentators, did not confuse the two priesthoods or play off the
one against the other. It taught that the common priesthood and the hierar-
chical priesthood differ in essence and not only in degree (LG 10). The min-
isterial priest, by the sacred power he enjoys, ‘‘molds and rules the priestly
people. . . .Acting in the person of Christ, he brings about the Eucharistic
sacrifice and offers it to God in the name of the people,’’ thereby enabling the
faithful to join in the offering by virtue of their royal priesthood (LG 10; cf. 17).

To insist on the indispensable role of the hierarchy is in no way to mini-
mize its obligation to serve the whole People of God. This has been almost self-
evident to Christians because of the strong exhortations to selfless service in
the New Testament and throughout Christian tradition. Gregory the Great
made a classic statement when he called himself ‘‘servus servorum Dei.’’ But
the servant who holds pastoral office is sometimes called to exercise authority
firmly on behalf of Christ the Lord.

The Episcopate

Chapter 3, which deals with the hierarchy, contains the most important doc-
trinal pronouncements of the entire council. On two occasions Lumen gentium
uses the solemn words ‘‘This sacred Synod teaches . . .’’ The first instance is in
article 20, which affirms that bishops have by divine institution succeeded to
the place of the apostles. The second instance is in article 21, which states that
episcopal ordination confers the fullness of the sacrament of orders. The coun-
cil here exercises its doctrinal authority to settle a question previously disputed
among theologians in the West. It builds on patristic sources and in particular
on the writings of Cyprian and the ordination rituals of Hippolytus of Rome
and Leo I. Although Lumen gentium does not here deliver a dogmatic definition
in the strict sense, its judgment seems to be definitive. By an act of the ex-
traordinary magisterium, it confirms the common teaching of the ordinary and
universal magisterium. Such, at least, is the conclusion of Yves Congar, who
takes into consideration the views of many qualified experts.25

Although the clarification of the episcopal status is a clear advance over
previous doctrinal pronouncements, it is not a reversal of anything previously
taught. It stands in perfect continuity with the Council of Trent, which taught
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under anathema that bishops are superior to presbyters in the hierarchy (DS
1777). The advance follows the normal lines of dogmatic development.

Collegiality

Much the same may be said about the treatment of collegiality in the following
article. Just as the Apostles with and under Peter constituted a college, so do
the bishops as successors of the Apostles. ‘‘Together with its head, the Roman
pontiff, and never without its head, the episcopal order is the subject of su-
preme and full power over the universal Church’’ (LG 22).

The doctrine of collegiality is new in Vatican II, in the sense that it is not
taught in the same language by previous popes and councils. The doctrine,
however, has deep roots in patristic theology, notably in the work of Cyprian,
Celestine I, Leo I, and Gregory I.26 Somewhat obscured in the Middle Ages, it
reemerged in the eighteenth century.27

Pope Gregory XVI, in a work published in 1832, the year before he became
pope, declared that by virtue of ordination ‘‘each bishop enters into member-
ship in the episcopal body, and consequently enters into the right to govern
and teach the entire Church, when he is in union with all the others and forms
a body with them.’’28 In his encyclical of the missions, Fidei donum (1957),
Pope Pius XII taught that ‘‘even though each bishop is the pastor of that portion
only of the Lord’s flock entrusted to him, nevertheless as lawful successor of
the Apostles by God’s institution and commandment he is also responsible,
together with all the other bishops, for the Apostolic task of the Church.’’29

The doctrine of collegiality does not appear in Vatican I’s Constitution on
the Church, Pastor aeternus. But in his official relatio on the first three chapters,
Bishop Federigo Maria Zinelli expressed his conviction that the bishops col-
lectively participate in the government of the universal Church and assured the
fathers that this aspect of episcopal ministry would be taken up in the projected
second Constitution on the Church.30 In his draft for that second constitution
Joseph Kleutgen, S.J., affirmed that the supreme power of the Church was to
be found in two subjects: the pope alone and the body of bishops united with
the pope. Since the two subjects were inadequately distinct, there was no
possibility of conflict between the two. The bishops could not act as a body if
they were in disagreement with their head, the pope.31

Theologians looking for discontinuity in doctrinal development often write
as though Vatican II’s teaching on collegiality, correctly understood, had over-
turned the ‘‘papal absolutism’’ imposed by Vatican I. At Vatican II a conser-
vative bloc opposed collegiality on this very ground, but before the final vote its
fears were allayed. Partly because of the clarifications given in the Nota ex-
plicativa praevia, only ten votes were cast against the constitution on November
19, 1965, and at the solemn final vote of November 21, the number fell to five.

The section of Lumen gentium that deals with collegiality was carefully
composed so as to make it unmistakably clear that the pope’s powers of
teaching and jurisdiction, as defined by Vatican I, were in no way curtailed (LG
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22–24). The college of bishops can never act without his consent. The pope,
however, is never obliged to act collegially. Enjoying supreme power over the
whole Church, ‘‘he can always exercise this power freely’’ (LG 22). In teaching
this, Vatican II enacted almost exactly what Kleutgen had proposed at Vatican
I. One looks in vain, therefore, for a contradiction between the teaching of the
two councils on Church governance.

Magisterium

Since the authority to teach rests in the same persons as those who govern, all
that we have said about ecclesiastical governance applies to the magisterium.
Vatican I had recognized two subjects of the supreme magisterium, both
equipped to enunciate binding and irreversible doctrines concerning faith and
morals. The first subject, treated in Dei Filius, is the bishops as a body. They, in
turn, can teach in either of two ways: through their ordinary and universal mag-
isterium or through solemn judgments (DS 3011), which normally emanate
from ecumenical councils. The second subject, treated in Pastor aeternus, is the
pope, who can on occasion make ex cathedra pronouncements on matters of
faith and morals by virtue of his authority as successor of Peter. His pro-
nouncements are binding on the assent of all the faithful and are irreversible
(DS 3074). Regarding the object and exercise of infallibility, Bishop Vincenz
Gasser, speaking for the Deputation on Faith, gave helpful explanations and
answered many questions too involved to be treated in the conciliar texts.

Vatican II in Lumen gentium, article 25, did little more than repeat the
essential teaching of Vatican I on magisterial infallibility and incorporate a few
helpful points from Bishop Gasser’s relatio. The main difference between the
two councils on magisterium is that Vatican II speaks also of official teachings
in which the magisterium does not engage its full authority, demanding de-
finitive assent. On this question Lumen gentium, article 25, incorporates ma-
terials from Pius XII, who taught inHumani generis (1950) that when the pope
teaches authoritatively, even without appealing to his supreme authority as suc-
cessor of Peter, he is to be reverently heard as speaking in the name of Christ
(DS 3995). Vatican II teaches that in such cases the faithful should proffer ‘‘a
religious submission of will and mind’’ (LG 25). Although the term ‘‘obse-
quium religiosum’’ is new, it aptly summarizes, as much as a single term can,
traditional teaching regarding the response due to nondefinitive magisterial
teaching.

Lumen gentium did not mention dissent, nor did it intentionally open the
way to dissent. It did speak of the sense of the faithful but not as an alternative
that could be used against the magisterium. Because the same Spirit is oper-
ative in the magisterium and in the body of the faithful, it stated, the assent of
the faithful to definitive teaching will never be wanting (LG 25).32 The sense of
the faith that the Spirit of truth arouses in the People of God, inclines them to
cling to the faith once delivered to the saints and to defer loyally to the sacred
Magisterium (LG 12). The teaching of Vatican II on the nature, mission, and
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structures of the Church should by rights have brought about a peaceful
consensus within the Church and launched a new era of confident evangeli-
zation. In point of fact the council was followed by several decades of contes-
tation, polarization, and confusion. Often enough, dissenters tried to justify
their stance by appealing to Vatican II, as though it had broken sharply with
the past and ushered in a new era of critical thinking and innovation. Such
appeals to the council were hollow and unwarranted. With a sounder herme-
neutic, it may still be possible to retrieve the council’s actual teaching. If so, the
Church may appear more radiantly as the sacrament of Christ, who remains
forever the light of the nations.
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2

The Universal Call to Holiness

Benoı̂t-Dominique de La Soujeole, O.P.

The Constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium, aims at teaching at
length the mystery of the Church. It seeks to provide an ecclesiological
synthesis. In spite of a difficult beginning, the final document con-
stitutes an undeniable success. The text is very unified, with its many
parts forming a harmonious whole. The framework that organizes the
entire subject matter is the first teaching of the constitution, which
comprises two major parts. The first (chapters 1–4) presents the
Church as a single, Catholic, and apostolic body. The second (chapters
5–8) concerns various aspects of the Church’s holiness. The document
can be outlined as shown in the following sections.

Part I: The Church Is a Living Organism

1. The mystery of the
Church ) one and unique
(permanent identity) ) Nature of the

Church
2. The people of God ) Catholic

(the mystery in history)

3. The hierarchical structure
of the Church ) Apostolic
(the mediation between
Christ and the faithful) ) Edification

of the Church
4. The laity (the receivers of

Apostolic mediation)

)
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Part II: The Life of the Church

Cardinal Dulles has discussed the first part of Lumen gentium, which deals with
the nature of the Church as a mystery that carries forward the one, Catholic,
and apostolic mission entrusted by Jesus Christ to his apostles and their suc-
cessors. He has shown how this Church is indeed the mystical body of Christ.
Now we turn to the life of the Church as called to holiness.

The Apostolic Hierarchy as Mediating Sanctification of the Faithful

The final two chapters of part I of Lumen gentium show how the community
receives Christ’s divine life in order to live from it and to communicate it. This
is truly the daily edification of the ecclesial mystery that is presented here by
the distinction between pastors (chapter 3) and the lay faithful (chapter 4) in
the heart of the community. The apostolic character of the Church says this:
Christ configured to himself, in a particular fashion, certain disciples—the
Apostles—so that they and their successors may ensure, for the time of
the Church here on earth, the permanence of the preaching of the true faith,
the constancy of the celebration of authentic sacraments, and the conduct
of the community. These men are not the successors of Christ, as he lives
forever with us (Mt 28:20), but are his vicars (literally: representatives).

One finds here an application of what I stated about the ecclesial mystery-
sacrament. The presence of pastors in the community is first and foremost a
human need: All communities need leaders to ensure their unity. However, in
the mystery of the Church, this human given is taken as a sign and an in-
strument of a divine reality; it is the authority of God, who, in Christ, conducts
his Church. Only those who express their faith through charity and pastoral
service can know the presence of Christ, who teaches, gives his grace, and
directs. The council develops this hierarchical aspect of the community at
length because it is not without very strict conditions that the ministers have
the function of representing Christ, who edifies his Church. The most impor-
tant principle that governs them is that the pastoral hierarchy transmits the
gifts that come from Christ. In this sense, the ministers precede the faithful, as

5. The universal call to holiness
in the Church ) Vocation of the Church

6. Religious

Holy
7. Eschatological nature of the

pilgrim Church and its union
with the Church in heaven

8. The Blessed Virgin Mary,
Mother of God, in the mystery
of Christ and the Church

) Realization of the Church
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cause precedes effect, and this is the reason this point (chapter 3) is taught
before the chapter consecrated to the laity (chapter 4).1

Cardinal Dulles has called attention to those who misrepresented the
council as if the people of God were opposed to apostolic hierarchy. As he in-
dicated, this is a false opposition, rooted in what Pope Benedict XVI terms a
hermeneutics of rupture. The Church is the work of God, and this work is re-
alized in Christ and by the Holy Spirit, who act through ‘‘intermediaries’’ or
mediators (the hierarchy), who are the true causes of grace (‘‘efficientministerial
cause’’). Thus a cause always precedes its effect. It is in this sense that the hi-
erarchy precedes the laypeople. If one reverses this order and supports the pri-
macy of the baptized over their ministers, one runs the risk of conceiving of the
hierarchy as the fruit, the effect, of the charity of the faithful. According to this
line of thinking, the constituted community would ‘‘produce’’ in its bosom the
pastoral service entrusted to some of its members. Then, however, the question
arises as to how this community was constituted. If one responds that the
constitution comes ‘‘directly from Christ,’’ one does not consider the ministers
as mediators in the line of efficient causality instituted by Christ but as a solely
human disposition that comes from the community and is variable according
to its needs. Such reasoning echoes a typically Protestant perception that de-
nies any mediation between Christ and the faithful.

This explains why, during the age of ‘‘classical’’ theology of the Counter-
Reformation, one insisted on the efficient causality exercised by the ministers.
The response is accurate, but it is true (if one only honors this aspect) that one
runs the risk of concentrating all ecclesiology in the study of the ministers.
This was the case with many manuals at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the beginning of the twentieth. The reaction against the Reformation
need not be excessively the inverse. For this, it is necessary to add other con-
siderations to the line of efficiency. Two principles must be considered. The
first is that charity, once it is received by the faithful through the ministers,
‘‘circulates’’ throughout the entire organism with the grace that is the Church.
Charity comes from Christ through his ministers; this is first in the order of
efficiency. However, once received in the ecclesial Body, charity reacts on the
ministers in such a way that all of the acts for which the ministers are sec-
ondary causes (preaching and governing) will be more or less successful as a
function of the concrete state of the charity in the entire organism.2

In chapter 2 the priority of the consideration of the faithful, before making
any distinction, is therefore not intended to negate the ministers’ causal role.
Furthermore, the development of the Body of Christ (ch. 1, nos. 7–8) clearly
mentions this. In sum, the order clergy-laity differs according to one’s point of
view. As for efficiency, the clergy engenders the laypeople both personally and
as a community. As for finality, the clergy serves them again both personally
and as a community. It is this second point of view—finality—that is the key in
determining the order of the chapters of Lumen gentium.

Part II carries forward this context: The mystery of the Church, simulta-
neously sign-instrument and reality of salvation, is engaged in history by
the way in which it progressively embraces everyone’s life. The relationship
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between ministers and laypeople is the very expression of Christian life and
comes through Christ by the ones he sends to bear his fruit. What is this fruit?
In a word, it is holiness, a holiness that is not limited by the life of this world
but allows participation in the glorious and eternal life of the family of God
already in heaven, the family of which the Virgin Mary is the most eminent
member and perfectly illustrates the vocation of all.

The Universal Call to Holiness in the Church

Chapter 5 contains four sections (LG 39–42), including a preamble and three
paragraphs, and is the shortest chapter of the constitution. This does not
indicate that it is not important; on the contrary, it has a central place because it
recalls the principal teachings.

The preamble begins by restating that the Church is a mystery and that
consequently only faith can grasp its profound identity. The particular issue to
believe here is the holiness of the Church, which comes from its union with the
only Holy One, Christ Jesus. This holiness is not, however, given and defini-
tive; rather, it calls for the holiness of each member of the community, which is
their sole purpose.

preamble and universal call to holiness (lg 40). This preamble
therefore affirms that which is a determining teaching—the apparent paradox
of the Christian condition. The Christian condition is first of all a gift received
at baptism, but at the same time it is a vocation, a personal work for which no
one can substitute for anyone else. Then the council teaches that this holiness,
to which all people are called because Christ has redeemed them all, is both a
gift and the great concern of life: ‘‘They are justified in the Lord Jesus, because
in the Baptism of faith they truly become sons of God and sharers in the divine
nature. In this way, they are really made holy. Then too by God’s gift, they must
hold onto and complete in their lives this holiness they have received’’ (LG 40).
Because we are weak and sinful, we are constantly dependant on God’s mercy
if we are to be able to fulfill our vocation.

This may seem obvious. In fact, the Church has never taught that holiness
was a privilege reserved for an elite group in the Church (the religious, for
example). The age-old practice of canonizations, which honor the faithful in
various states of life, illustrates this.However, Christians have beenmore or less
aware of this point throughout the ages. One does not have to look too far back
in history to find an era when one thought, confusedly, that the fullness of
Christian life could be found only in consecrated life and that the rest of God’s
people would be content with a necessary minimum. However, nothing could
be further from the truth. The commandment of charity is not mere advice
suggested for some; it is, instead, the most demanding and the greatest com-
mandment of the Christian life, and it is addressed to all without distinction:
‘‘Thus it is evident to everyone that all the faithful of Christ, of whatever rank or
status, are called to the fullness of the Christian life and to the perfection of
charity’’ (LG 40).
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The council is not simply engaging in a contradiction here. The Church is
holy, but she is composed of sinners. How can the community itself be au-
thentically holy when its members are sinners? The council never intended to
imply that the Church was sinful (LG 8, x3), following the teaching of Saint
Paul: ‘‘Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself
up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of
water with the word’’ (Eph 5:25–26). To attempt to understand what seems to
be a contradiction to us (the community is holy, but its members are sinners),
one must consider the most intimate mystery of the union of Christ with the
Church, which is his Body and his Spouse. It is necessary to distinguish the
sancta (i.e., the Church’s holy and sanctifying realities: the truth of the Gospel
and the authentic sacraments) and the sancti (i.e., the people who receive the
sanctifying realities).

The community of the faithful—pastors and laypeople, both according to
their vocation—enjoys the assistance of the Holy Spirit to keep the sanctifying
gifts of Christ intact throughout history (LG 12). In this way the Church is
called Holy because she continually offers the source of divine life in all its
purity for the spiritual life of her members (Gospel and sacraments). However,
this fecund source only progressively nourishes the lives of the faithful, which
are, thanks to these gifts, in the constant process of conversion. If the Church is
unfailingly holy (the offer of the sancta), she must also tend toward holiness in
her members (the life of the sancti). Thus in remaining faithfully connected to
the sources of grace—the Gospel and the authentic sacraments—holiness, as a
gift of God, begets holiness when accepted, as the human vocation, which is
progressively realized.

the diverse forms of holiness (lg 41). After having presented holiness in
general, the council briefly develops the many forms this holiness takes in the
life of the people of God and recalls that it is always about the same funda-
mental holiness (charity), even if it is lived with many differences, depending
on the place, the culture, and one’s personal state in life.

Vatican II begins by evoking the holiness of the Church ministers. It is the
occasion of a very profound teaching on the holiness of the priest: This holi-
ness is not merely an accompaniment to his sacerdotal functions (to preach,
sanctify, and govern) as if it were necessary to separate the individual from the
function, but is a central component of the ministry: ‘‘The shepherds of
Christ’s flock must holily and eagerly, humbly and courageously carry out their
ministry, in imitation of the eternal high priest, the shepherd and guardian of
our souls. They ought to fulfill this duty in such a way that it will be the
principal means also of their own sanctification’’ (LG 41). This means that
charity is the soul of the ecclesial ministry, without which this service is dis-
figured and the personal holiness of the priest is absent. Certainly, a sacrament
celebrated either by a holy priest or by a mediocre one is the same sacrament
because the value of the sacrament comes from Christ, who is the principal
minister. However, the personal witness of the priest’s holiness is a power-
ful example and serves to attract the faithful to Christ (unfortunately in the
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same way that the counterwitness of a priest can turn people away from
Christ). This teaching also reminds us that the minister of the Church needs to
look nowhere but into his ministry to find his raison d’être and his way of
living the Gospel. The priest does not have another occupation, nor does he
occupy another place in the City. Other than in exceptional cases determined
by the bishop, a minister of the Church must only announce the Gospel,
celebrate the sacraments, and guide the community. This is what transmits
Christ’s holiness to the Church, and it is the seat of the priest’s personal
holiness.

The council then mentions Christian spouses and parents. This is another
important form of holiness in the Christian community because it is through
spouses and parents that the new generations will most readily reach the
Gospel. The fecundity of a family is not confined to itself. The council points
out that households cooperate with the very fecundity of the Church. The same
idea as that of the ministers is taken up again: It is not in addition to one’s tasks
in life that one is sanctified; rather, one’s sanctification occurs in the very
accomplishment of these tasks. The same logic of charity must animate wid-
ows, widowers, and single people, in whom love must be just as alive as in
others. This charity must penetrate all aspects of human life, and this is why
the council also mentions workers, especially those who engage in hard labor,
and gives them as an example the One who was ‘‘the carpenter’s son.’’ Going
still further, Vatican II mentions that those who are poor, have an infirmity, are
sick, or are suffering in any way are also configured to Christ by the same
charity. In sum, no state, no situation, and no context in life would not favor
manifesting this love. One sees here that Christians, if they are saved by the
free generosity of God’s love, become equally in Christ a savior for others. This
is the depth of the holiness of Christ—the Saint and the Sanctifier (Heb 2:11)—
that makes Christians saints and sanctifiers for others.3

the ways and means of holiness (lg 42). The vocation to the perfection
of charity has been presented thus far in its fundamental principles: assimi-
lation to Christ and the Gospel’s penetration of all aspects of life. The council
has not accentuated what used to be called ‘‘practices of piety and asceticism,’’
by which the faithful were exhorted to sanctify themselves. That is not to say
that such practices have not kept their entire value (quite the contrary).
However, the council made an effort to put them in their rightful place. In the
past one assumed an actual risk when practicing one’s religion in a ritualistic
way, thinking that that would suffice to be ‘‘following the rules.’’ There was a
rather contractual conception of holiness that risked becoming a caricature
rather than the real thing. We have heard criticisms on this subject for forty
years! However, the current situation may not be an improvement. In the
hopes of abandoning this juridical concept, many people abandoned all prac-
tices of piety and asceticism and as a result also abandoned religion altogether.
There is, therefore, a precise relationship between these practices and holiness
that we must find again and deepen. The council made a point to do so. What
follows is a strong, concrete application of the doctrine of the ecclesial mystery-
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sacrament: Holiness, which is the reality of grace, is inseparable from the sign-
instruments that bestow and express it.

Recalling that holiness is charity, Vatican II teaches that devotions, prac-
tices of asceticism, reading of theWord of God, participation in the sacraments,
and perseverance in prayer are all justified by the care of the growth of charity:
‘‘For charity, as the bond of perfection and the fullness of the law (cf. Col 3:14;
Rom 13:10), rules over all the means of attaining holiness and gives life to these
samemeans. It is charity which guides us to our final end.’’ When one says that
charity is sufficient, one does not mean that the other virtues are in vain—in
particular the virtue of religion. On the contrary, charity gives rise to and ani-
mates the other virtues by giving them their true goal: holiness.

Having placed charity in its true place, the council finishes its teaching by
recalling the ancient doctrine of the excellence of charity. As such, charity has
no measure, in the sense that one need not fear having too much charity be-
cause we can never love too much. Recalling the example of the heights that
Christians achieved in charity, Vatican II emphasizes this ‘‘measure without
measure.’’4Here the council restates the theology of the martyr, which clarifies
our Christian condition on this important point. If all are not called to the
supremewitness of charity, ‘‘nevertheless allmust be prepared to confess Christ
before men. They must be prepared to make this profession of faith even in the
midst of persecutions, which will never be lacking to the Church in following
the way of the cross.’’ The council then mentions virginity or celibacy conse-
crated to the Lord. The excellence of this form of life does not in any way den-
igrate marriage, but Vatican II recalls the doctrine of St. Paul (1 Cor 7), ac-
cording to which the consecrated state powerfully favors a complete charity for
God and in him for everyone. The other advice, poverty and obedience, which
can be lived in all states in life, are also recalled for the same reason: They
liberate the heart to make it capable of loving more and better.

Chapter 5 concludes by recalling the common vocation of all Christians to
charity. This does not turn us away from the world. On the contrary, it is the
saints who are the most active in the world because they situate the world in its
true place as God created and redeemed it. It is in the world that God, in Christ,
gives himself to the very life of the faithful, and this life must transfigure the
world and orient it toward the consummation of the Kingdom of God, which
transcends it. The correct conception of holiness does not empty out the world
with its constraints and its demands but refuses to be limited by the world:
‘‘For the form of this world is passing away’’ (1 Cor 7:31), while charity will
never pass away (1 Cor 13:8).

Eschatological Nature of the Pilgrim Church

The full title of chapter 7 is ‘‘Eschatological Nature of the Pilgrim Church and
Its Union with the Church in Heaven.’’ At the end of Lumen gentium, Vatican II
recalls the teachings of the first two chapters. It does not limit our regard for
the Church on earth. When we contemplate its mystery-sacrament present
both today among us and already in eternal glory, we see not two Churches
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(one that is earthly and visible and one that is celestial and invisible) but a
single Church that is both on pilgrimage here on earth and already extant in
heavenly glory. How can we grasp this new aspect of the mystery?

the theological plan of hope (lg 48). The opening paragraph is of par-
ticular importance because it strongly situates the true nature of the Christian
life on earth: Eternal life has already begun. After death, at the definitive entry
into God’s glory, it is not another life that will begin; rather, we will find the
fulfillment of the life given us to live here on earth: ‘‘The promised restoration
which we are awaiting has already begun in Christ.’’ We are already in the final
age (1 Cor 10:11).

The theological virtue that enables us to live this already-begun fullness of
eternal life is hope. This virtue is not well known; it risks being lived minimally
or badly. Nonetheless, it enables us to live in the Kingdom while we are still on
earth. Latin has only one word for this virtue (spes, which means ‘‘hope’’ in En-
glish), as do many languages, to designate two realities that should not be con-
fused. There is, on the one hand, hope (in French, espoir), which is the waiting
for a good thing to come (for example, a student’s expectation of school vaca-
tion). On the other hand, there is hope (in French, espérance), which is waiting
for the accomplishment of something that one already possesses (for example,
when one says in French that a woman has ‘‘espérances,’’ this means that she
is pregnant; her child already exists in her womb, but she is waiting for its birth
at the end of her pregnancy). Christian life possesses a hope (espoir) of know-
ing the return of Christ, but that which will come on the last day is not a
completely new coming because Christ is already in the womb of the Church,
directing it from the inside to the consummation of history: espérance. This
paragraph is a solid reminder of the eternal life, which has already begun and
enhances the value of our time on earth; it is our eternity that plays out today in
time.

communion in the life of all christians (lg 49). This hope (espérance)
puts us in profound communion with all those who live in the grace of Christ
because everyone shares in the same life—growing here on earth or achieved
in heaven. Lumen gentium pursues its teaching here by underlining the com-
munal aspect of hope (espérance). The mystery of the Church gathers together
in one community those who are still on earth, those who are still in purgatory
after death, and those who have already come to the glory of God. Those who
must still hope and those who have already found the term of their hope live in
the same charity that unites every member of this unique body. In this way, a
profound solidarity links those who journey toward God with those who are
already face to face with God. It is the communion of holy people that is thus
realized and is the very definition of ecclesial reality.

In the pilgrim Church on earth, nothing has importance except in the
degree to which it serves this communion of divine life. The proclamation of
the Gospel, the celebration of sacraments, and the service of pastors have value
because they effect this communion, make it grow, heal it when injured, and
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spread it to the ends of the earth. If one distinguishes rightly in the mystery of
the Church that which is a means of grace from that which is the very reality of
grace, it would be disastrous to separate these two aspects: The reality of grace
is first present in the means of grace to be manifested and sown. For this
reason the intercession of the saints exists to facilitate our access to grace and
to help us to receive its fruits.

the presence of the church in heaven and the church on earth (lg

50). The council did not want to forget this union with heaven and earth for
the benefit of the deceased who are still in purgatory before being admitted to
God’s vision. It is a strong expression of the charity of the saints and the
Christians who are still on pilgrimage on earth to pray for the deceased. Va-
tican II further emphasizes the presence of the huge procession of the saints
with the Lord. They form the part of the only Church that, because it is already
in glory, is very close to us. We are walking toward them, and they accompany
us toward this glory. From the beginning of the Christian community, the cult
of saints blossomed in honoring the apostles, the martyrs, the Virgin Mary,
and the holy angels. This cult then grew by also honoring the consecrated
faithful and, more generally, men and women who shone by the excellence of
their virtues. This ecclesial practice, which profoundly witnesses to the faith
and hope of Christians, clearly states that saints exercise a significant influence
on the daily life of the community. Not only do they ask for and obtain from
Christ many graces that we need, but they are also a shining example for us to
follow. They attest that holiness is possible, and through them we can con-
template the face of Christ.

All of these considerations underlie the cult of the saints in the Church.
The council developed this point to clarify the nature of this cult so as not to
incur the reproach of our Protestant brothers and sisters, who fear that the
unique holiness of God will be veiled by the cult of the saints. For this reason,
Vatican II restates very clearly that the cult is an expression of our veneration
of the saints, which always ‘‘tends toward and terminates in Christ
and . . . through him in God who is wonderful in his saints and is magnified in
them.’’

The justness and uprightness of the cult of the saints (i.e., the correct
expression of the close union between the Church on earth and that in heaven)
is principally assured by the liturgy. The liturgical action of the people of
God, gathered together by Christ, is first the glorification and praise of God.
It is always with the Church in heaven that the Church on earth accomplishes
the liturgical service that culminates in the Eucharistic celebration. This is
the place par excellence where we are united with the cult of praise and
thanksgiving, which the Church of heaven never ceases to give to God in
Christ.

pastoral recommendations (lg 51). The chapter concludes by giving
directives of a pastoral nature. The council knows that this union of the
Church on earth with that of heaven may be misunderstood. One may either
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underestimate this profound union by addressing oneself only to Christ or to
God or focus excessively on the saints, while neglecting God.

The Christian life should always hold these different aspects together, and
the way to do so is to recognize the order of charity and to see and respect the
order that links us all. The love of God is always first, but it does not negate
others; on the contrary, it brings us into communion with each other, ac-
cording to the place that each of us occupies in this large family. The fervor of
our love for God cannot help but spring forth to touch the lives of others and to
guide us to love those who are still far from this love so that they may enter into
it and inspire us to always practice charity. Christ is the supreme model of this
strength of love, for it was out of love of the Father that he gave his life for the
salvation of the world.

The Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God, in the Mystery
of Christ and the Church

the history of chapter 8 in vatican council ii. This chapter, which
concludes the teaching of the constitution, explains how the mystery of the
Church is already realized in the Mother of God.5 Classically, the magisterium
concludes its doctrinal teachings with a Marian development. This is not only
an indication of piety but also a constant reminder that the mystery of Mary is
the most perfect illustration of the success of the design of salvation in Christ.
It is in this light that many of the dogmatic affirmations are clarified for us. I
briefly mention the debates on this chapter, which sparked significant tension
in the conciliar assembly.

During the era of classical theology (from the seventeenth to the twentieth
century), Marian theology was the center of two major preoccupations. First, it
was considered important to counter Protestant positions. In effect, the doc-
trine of justification, its effects, and the collaboration of creatures in their
salvation are all operative in Mary. It was also essential to develop the Marian
teachings in the form of an exaltation of privileges, or ‘‘glories,’’ of Mary. On
the one hand, there was often a literature of controversy, which was not always
serene. On the other hand, another literature was rather ‘‘exalted’’ in that it
lacked limits and did not sufficiently respect the difference between a single
savior—Christ—and those who are saved (everyone, including Mary). The
council wanted to develop more wisdom on the subject. Some people currently
distinguish between Mariology (classical theology) and Marian theology (the
current situation).6 However, in this major movement of the classical age were
lodged the faith and expression of the Christians. They are marked by two
dogmatic definitions (1854: the Immaculate Conception; 1950: the Assump-
tion), which indicate that this period was extremely fecund. It is necessary,
then, to clearly distinguish—and in Marian theology, this is particularly
important—the faith of the people of God from its theological or pastoral
expressions, which do not have the same value. Thus, Vatican II intended
neither to object to this past (it is very recent) nor to marginalize the tradition
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nor to cultivate a nostalgic return to the Middle Ages or to the fathers, as if
nothing had happened since then.

Moreover, the council did not believe that everything begins today with an
appropriation that is finally scientific and critical of the Gospel, as those who
are committed to a hermeneutics of rupture maintain. In theology, as Pope
Benedict XVI recently stated, one must learn to think in continuity; this is
essential. This is what can be called tradition with its dual aspect: a faithful
memory and a creative innovation; it is the ever-expanding knowledge of the
same subject. I will not emphasize this further and mention it only because it
expresses the manner in which we can best approach our study. With Vatican
II, we have the principal current discernment of Marian theology. Grasping
what the council says about the Virgin Mary will teach us how to distin-
guish between that which fundamentally belongs to Marian dogma and that
which emanates from its expression, which is proper to one period of time or
another.

On January 25, 1959, John XXIII announced the convocation of the uni-
versal council. On June 18 of that year Cardinal Tardini invited the bishops, the
superiors general of the orders, and the Catholic universities to present their
propositions to the council. Of the approximately two thousand responses,
nearly six hundred asked the council to speak about the Virgin Mary. Almost
half of the propositions asked that there be no more new Marian titles (ecu-
menical concerns were the principal reason for this request). The remainder
asked for a definition of Mary Mediatrix (only about thirty requests addressed
the definition of Mary as Coredemptrix). Here one can see the seed of the dif-
ficulties that arose during the conciliar debates. The preparatory project of the
schema, De Ecclesia, included an appendix with an outline on the Virgin Mary
titled ‘‘The Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of God and Mother of Mankind.’’
Then John XXIII modified the title to ‘‘The Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of the
Church.’’ It was in the second conciliar session (1963) that the schema came
under discussion. Two factions then confronted one another in the council:
One (called ‘‘Christocentric’’) wanted to retain the traditional title ofMater Dei;
the other (called ‘‘ecclesiocentric’’) strongly advocated for Mater Ecclesiae (or
Mater Fidelium).

Clearly there is truth in both perspectives: Mary, by her unique relation-
ship with Christ, possesses a superiority relative to other Christians. However,
she has a place in the mystery of the Church and not above it. The title ofMater
Ecclesiae carried with it the risk of honoring only the aspect of superiority, while
overshadowing Mary’s ecclesiality.

During this session there arose a conciliar movement driven mainly by the
Spanish bishops, who promoted the title ofMater Ecclesiae and—inseparably—
a special schema consecrated to Mary; they thus advocated not placing the
Marian schema within the Constitution on the Church. However, the theolog-
ical commission of the council decided (by a very weak majority) to include the
schema on the Virgin Mary within that of the Church. It is neither a separate
schema nor even an addendum to the schema on the Church; it is, in fact, fully
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part of it. Clearly, therefore, Mary is a true member of the Church (indeed a
supereminent one). The major debate on this took place on October 24, 1963.7

The major arguments for a separate schema (general idea: the preeminence of
Mary) were as follows:

� in relation to the Trinity: Mary is the only one to be fully glorified
(Assumption).

� in relation to all of the other members of the Church: Mary is full of
grace.

� in relation to the participation in the redemption: Mary lived the ob-
jective redemption before participating in the subjective redemption.

� in relation to Christ: Mary is with her Son in an intimacy without
comparison.

For this conciliar movement, only a separate schema could honor these fun-
damental points. In opposition to this, another movement presented the fol-
lowing argument against the separate schema (principal idea: maintain the
unity of all theology):

� Mary is, like the Church, a fruit of the redemption.
� Mary personally represents that which the Church is as a community,
and in this sense she is Mother of the Church; she does not tran-
scend it.

� ecumenical argument: Be careful not to widen the gap with Protes-
tantism.

After the debates, voting took place on the following question: ‘‘Would it please
the Fathers for the schema on the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of the Church,
to be integrated into the schema De Ecclesia?’’ The result was 1,114 placet votes
and 1,074 non placet votes—a difference of forty; a change in only twenty votes
(of more than 2,188, or 1 percent of the votes) would have altered the outcome.
This decision manifested the clearest division among the fathers (even more
than the schema on religious liberty). Some fathers left the conciliar meeting
room in tears: ‘‘They have dethroned the Virgin.’’

The question was sent to the theological commission so that it could
propose a solution. The commission explained the matter in the following way:

1. Mary is on the side of Christ because she is not a sinner.
2. However, Mary is also on the side of men because she has also been
saved, and in this she is truly a member of the Body of Christ, which is the
Church.

To make an absolute of either tendency always contains an error: they
are linked one to the other. Mary is beyond the Christians who we are,
but is still within the Church. Conciliar unity was finally established.
If the insertion of the schema De Beata Virgine Maria in theDe Ecclesia
had such an opposition, it was because it came from a very real dan-
ger: bringing the Virgin Mary to the rank of a simple member of
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the Church, without acknowledging her uniqueness and excellence.
Two theologians of the theological Commission (Philips and Balic)
attempted to write a synthesis. In the third conciliar session (1964),
the schema on the Virgin Mary came back into discussion with the
following title: Of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the mystery of Christ and of
the Church. It was an accommodation that remained (with amend-
ments). It is notable that the title of Mother of the Church had dis-
appeared.8

If one says ‘‘Mother of the Church,’’ then Mary precedes the Church; if one
says ‘‘Mother in the Church,’’ thenMary is with the Church. All of this engages
an ecclesiology. If she is the Mother of the members of the Church, can one say
that she is the Mother of the ecclesial institutions? Certainly not. Nonetheless,
the title was excluded from the schema. Paul VI, in his closing speech of the
third session, proclaimed Mary to be the Mother of the Church, which received
ovations from nearly all of the fathers.9 As for the textus emandatus, it holds to
that which all Catholics communally admit.10 This text was submitted to a vote
of the fathers. The result was placet 2,180,11 non placet 10. Next, the final text,
which became chapter 8 of Lumen gentium, was put to a vote on November 19,
1964; the outcome was as follows: placet 2,096, non placet 23 (and 1 absten-
tion). Finally, the entire Lumen gentium constitution was approved almost
unanimously, with the exception of 5 non placet votes, on November 21, 1964.

At the conclusion of this long and painful conciliar beginning, it was
established that the VirginMary is in the Church, like her crowning. Not only is
she the classic example of the Church, but she is also—and this is important—
the eschatological icon of the Church: Mary is the beginning and the end of
the Church (not in the same way, of course). In the Church, the Mother of
God is its crowning, just as she is the crowning of the Lumen gentium consti-
tution.12Mary, without losing any of her privileges, is the perfect illustration of
the glory of the Christian vocation and of holiness when it is completely re-
alized. On the other hand, if Mary, who is without sin, is a virgin and Mother of
God, it is for the Church and the salvation of mankind. This integration of the
schemaDe beata inDe Ecclesia is an essential step in both Catholic Marian piety
and the ecumenical process. The explanation in this chapter thus situates the
mystery of the Virgin Mary in relation to the mystery of both Christ and the
Church, manifesting in this way the strong link between the two. This conciliar
history clearly explains the contents of chapter 8.

the contents of chapter 8. The introduction situates Mary as Mother of
our God and Lord Jesus Christ (LG 52) and asMother of the members of Christ (LG
53). It also indicates that the council’s intention is to shed light on her
role without, however, going into the still-disputed questions. It offers an
ample explanation of Marian doctrine that states the faith of the Church pre-
cisely and fervently.

The first developments present Mary in the mystery of her son by a bib-
lical, theological explanation (LG 55–59). Mary is depicted in Christ’s life in the
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days when he was in flesh among us, from the annunciation to the ascension.
The idea that dominates these developments is the perfect union of Mary with
the person of Jesus and his work of salvation. Her faith and the charity are
unceasingly affirmed. As the mother of Jesus, Mary is his first and most per-
fect disciple; she follows her son in his mission; she intercedes for sinners
(Cana); she is associated with the passion; and she knows the glorification of
her whole being in completing her life on earth by an assumption without
compare.

From Mary’s personal relationship with Christ follows her association
with all of those who become brothers and sisters of Jesus (LG 60–65). The
council focused wholly on correctly situating her in the Church, while un-
derlining the uniqueness and eminence of her place; nonetheless, her position
is completely subordinate to Christ, and in this way it illustrates our own
Christian condition. In this perspective, the most delicate question was that of
Mary’s role as Mediatrix. Taking up the faith of the Church, Vatican II un-
derlines the unique mediation of Christ (1 Tim 2:5–6) and explains how it does
not negate but instead favors Mary’s participation.

One encounters here a primary teaching of Catholic (and Orthodox) the-
ology that the council wanted to recall because it constitutes a major subject of
debate (perhaps the principal one) with our Protestant brothers and sisters and
also concerns the question of sacerdotal ministry:

For no creature could ever be counted as equal with the incarnate
Word and Redeemer. Just as the priesthood of Christ is shared in
various ways both by the ministers and by the faithful, and as the one
goodness of God is really communicated in different ways to his
creatures, so also the unique mediation of the Redeemer does not
exclude but rather gives rise to a manifold cooperation which is but a
sharing in this one source. The Church does not hesitate to profess
this subordinate role of Mary. It knows it through unfailing experi-
ence of it and commends it to the hearts of the faithful, so that en-
couraged by this maternal help they may the more intimately adhere
to the Mediator and Redeemer. (LG 62)

It is, in effect, by an absolutely free disposition and not by necessity that it
pleased God, by pure goodness, to associate creatures to the gift of his grace.
Mary is the highest realization of this cooperation by her intercession, but she
is not the only one. I have already noted, in the theology of holiness, that
Christians are not only saved but also, according to the degree to which they are
unified with Christ, saviors. Mary, cooperating with the gift of grace, illustrates
to perfection the vocation of all men. This precision is of capital importance
because it grounds the two themes by which chapter 8 concludes these devel-
opments: Mary, icon, perfect example of the Church (LG 63), and Mary, model
for the virtuous life of each and every Christian (LG 65).

As an icon of the Church, Mary personally illustrates what the Church is as
a community. What is principally concerned here is the constancy of faith,
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hope, and charity. In the person and life of Mary, the Church contemplates its
mystery of a faithful and fruitful union with the Spouse, who is Christ. The
personal holiness of Mary, Virgin and Mother, refers to the mystery of the
Church, which is also without blemish or wrinkle, engenders all men into the
life of grace. That which we believe in the holiness of the Church, we first
contemplate in the mystery of the Mother of God. As Cardinal Journet said, the
Church is Marian.13

Mary is the living example of the perfectly Christian life; consequently, by
her life she bears witness to the perfection of virtues. In this, all Christians can
contemplate in Mary that to which grace calls them to be, not only personally
but also in their apostolic actions to collaborate in the salvation of all men.

Chapter 8 concludes with some very useful reminders concerning the
Marian cult (LG 66–67). Considering Mary’s exceptional place as Mother of
God in the mystery of her Son and the Church, Christians venerate her in a
special way. This cult states the faith and the love of those who acknowledge
the Son of Mary. The council recalls that a cult reserved for God (cult of latrie)
because it is a cult of adoration is reserved strictly for God alone.14 There is
also a cult of the saints (cult of dulie), which venerates these great witnesses.
Although it is addressed to the saints, it terminates in God, who is the author
of all holiness. It is legitimate to devote a cult to the saints because their
holiness—it is indeed a gift from God—is also a work of their cooperation
under grace. The cult of Mary (hyperdulie), then, is a part of the cult of the
saints, but it has a unique place because of the excellence of her holiness.
Vatican II, knowing that this question was and remains a great ecumenical
difficulty with our Protestant brothers and sisters, wanted to make a clear dis-
tinction between the cult given to God and those that venerate Mary and the
saints. Therefore, in ecclesial practice, we are invited, on the one hand, to not
neglect the cult of the Virgin and, on the other hand, to not fall into excesses
that would blemish the expression of faith in the mystery of the Mother of God.

Conclusion

These chapters of Lumen gentium are of great importance for an understanding
of the mystery of the Church. The community of the grace received from Christ
by his Spirit according to the design of the Father. The Church is the great work
of the Trinity, which restores creation, which fell into sin.

A strict doctrine of the mystery of salvation resides in a correct under-
standing of several elements that must be held together. The modern spirit
holds these as paradoxes, antitheses, and oppositions, while authentically Chris-
tian wisdom prefers to speak of complex realities in contemplating the profound
unity of God’s work.15

In the mystery of salvation, everything is a free gift from the Triune God. To
save the world, the Trinity revealed itself by communicating the interior life of
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. At the same time, revelation and salvation call for
people to receive these gifts, engage their lives, and seek to bear fruit in good
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works. While the first chapter of the constitution concentrates on the gift of
God, chapter 2 highlights the point that this grace is at the heart of Christian
life, which best deploys it by the exercise of the authentic baptismal priesthood.
If all is grace, the grace that is in us fosters a virtuous life, by which the holiness
given to us becomes truly ours. And this holiness configures us so deeply to
Christ that we are saved and also become participants in the work of our sal-
vation in Christ.

In the mystery of salvation, the reality of the kingdom of God is already here
because the life of grace is eternal life, which will not pass away. At the same
time, this life is not yet complete; it waits for its individual and community
fulfillment, which will be the completion of the gift of God when Christ returns
in glory. Consequently, the Church is visibly in this world, and the Kingdom of
God is growing toward its eschatological completion.

In the mystery of salvation, the reality of grace reaches us by the means of
grace, and the union of these two is such that they form one reality, one
Church. This is at the same time a sign-instrument of salvation and salvation
itself, wherein the visible and invisible, human and divine, temporal and
eternal, transcendent and immanent are unified in the mystery of the Word
incarnate, of whom the Church is the pure and faithful Spouse.

Holiness is the reception of this mystery of grace, which configures us to
Christ. It is present in the profound life of this mystery of unity of the invisible,
the divine, and the eternal, toward which all that is visible, human, and tem-
poral is ordered and subordinated (SC 2). This holiness is the great family
mark that is already uniting us with the citizens of heaven and among whom
the Virgin Mary shines with a brightness without compare.

Truly, the entry into such a mystery, which is beyond us in every way, is
not reserved for an elite. This is the final ‘‘complex reality’’ of the mystery of
holiness: that which is the highest, the most excellent, and of the greatest price
is intended for everyone, is accessible to everyone, and is the true good of ev-
eryone. Contrary to our way of life in civil society, where everything is mea-
sured by power and money, all of the goods of God are offered generously to
everyone in the community, of which Christ is the head. Our religion is not a
religion of heroes but of saints, that is to say, humble men and women who,
each day, allow themselves to be loved by Christ and, by the power of the Holy
Spirit, walk—slowly or quickly, depending on the person and on the particular
time—toward the destination of hope, which does not deceive: God Himself,
Christ who is all and in all (Col 3:11), the Church in glory.

notes

1. It is necessary, however, to make the connection with the preceding chapter (ch.
2, ‘‘The People of God’’). In deliberately placing the development of the people of God
before that of the hierarchy, the council specifically intended to speak first of Christ’s
faithful ones before mentioning any distinction. The expression Christi fideles is more
encompassing; it is the common quality of all of God’s children: Baptism is the true
treasure. Thus, before studying the distinctions among the members of the Body of
Christ, we must remember that what is most important is to be a member.
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2. In L’église du verbe incarné, vol. 1 (Paris, 1954), 670–71, Charles Journet expresses
this idea as follows: ‘‘The hierarchy is a cause of the Church. . . .However, there is an
aftershock, in the sense that the fortune of the hierarchy, the precise state of its historic
development, the choice perhaps of its declarative terms, and above all the nature and
quality of its canonical decisions, is explained in an important way by the interior state
of the charity of the Church in different ages of its existence.’’

3. The teaching on the apostolate of the lay faithful (Apostolicam actuositatem)
develops a particularly important point that is not mentioned here: the holiness of the
baptized in spreading the Gospel by participation in evangelization. However, in light of
this passage one can understand the degree to which this apostolate is a necessity of
charity and not an occupation reserved only for specialists. See chapter 13, this volume.

4. Cf. St. Bernard of Clairvaux, De diligendo Deo (I, 1; PL 182, col. 974).
5. For chapter 7 on the religious life, see chapter 12 of this volume.
6. This distinction has been widely adopted in some current thinking. Mariology

dates from the time of Father Suárez (fifteenth and sixteenth centuries).
7. Fifty-fifth general congregation; cf. Acta synodalia II/3, 338 s. (trad. fr. partielle,

Doc. catho. 1963, col. 1574 s).
8. See Acta synodalia III/I, 541–43: The reasons given for this change are inter-

esting. First, it is neither traditional nor even very recent (John XXIII, maybe Leo XIII);
second, it is not known in the East (ecumenical); third, it is not theologically clear
(Mother of or in the Church?). Furthermore, the pastoral explanation is complex, and it
would be difficult to see the link with the constitution Lumen gentium, which is Christ
centered.

9. This is a good example of a conciliar decision by acclamation (see Doc. catho.
1964, col. 1544).

10. See the relatio (Roy) in Acta synodalia III/6, 23 (trad. fr. Doc. catho. 1964, col.
1253).

11. Of which 521 placet juxta modum, reduced to ninety-five propositions, of which
twenty-six were retained (cf. Acta synodalia III/8, 151–71).

12. This expression is from Paul VI, Doc. catho. 1964, col. 1543.
13. Cf. our study ‘‘L’église est mariale,’’ in Actes de la semaine théologique (Fribourg,

Switzerland: 2002); Charles Journet: Un témoin du XXe siècle, ed. Guy Boissard (St. Maur,
France: Parole et Silence, 2003), 137–46.

14. Cf. Dt 6:13.
15. The adjective complex does not necessarily signify ‘‘difficult to understand.’’

Rather, because it comes from the Latin verb complector (to hold together, to embrace), it
means ‘‘composed of parts,’’ in contrast to ‘‘simple’’ or ‘‘not composed of parts.’’ This
complexity implies two things: on the one hand, the mystery of theWord incarnate, who
unifies in himself God and people (one reality: the Savior, but complex); on the other
hand, the nature of our intelligence, which understands by divisions and compositions.
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3

Revelation and Its

Transmission

Francis Martin

Background

The dogmatic constitution Dei verbum was promulgated on November
18, 1965. The final vote that day on what was the seventh form of the
document was 2,344 placet and 6 non placet: a major accomplish-
ment for a constitution that twice required papal action in order to
facilitate an impasse on the council floor.1 It is not my intention to
trace the ‘‘text production’’ process of Dei verbum; there are excellent
historical studies of Dei verbum that the reader may consult.2 I wish
rather to offer a theological commentary on the document as it stands,
with particular attention to its power for renewal, a power it possesses
precisely because of its fidelity to tradition.

Perhaps the greatest accomplishment of Dei verbum was to have
remained faithful to the teaching of tradition on key issues such as
revelation itself, the inspiration and truth of the scriptures, and the
relation of scripture, tradition, andmagisterium,while setting the stage
for an integration of modern historical work within the tradition.
Future theological commentary must base itself on the ground thus
established and try to further the integration inaugurated at the coun-
cil. It is, after all, not a council’s role to embark on new speculative
teaching but rather to clarify and substantiate the Church’s traditional
teaching and to elucidate the way in which it is a light to the pilgrim
Church of the present and the future.

In this chapter I comment briefly on the preamble and the par-
agraphs of chapters 1, 2, and 3. I follow this with some remarks on
how, in the light of these paragraphs, the various elements of Dei
verbum can move us to an integration of some aspects of modern



historical, philosophical, and theological advances with the tradition that has
preceded us.

A Commentary on the First Part of Dei Verbum

The Preamble

There are two parts to the preamble.3 First, the council describes itself and its
understanding of the task entrusted to it. Then, after stating that it intends to
follow in the footsteps of the two preceding councils, it uses a text from Saint
Augustine that is addressed to those who wish to instruct people in the
Christian faith to describe its own desire to ‘‘catechize’’ the whole world and
bring it to faith, hope, and finally love.4

The first sentence sets forth the rhythm involved in any teaching of the
word: first, to listen to the Word as he speaks in the scriptures to the heart of
the Church and to receive his message with reverence. Then, to proclaim that
word with confidence: religiose audiens et fidenter proclamans. This same attitude
is expressed again in article 10, where the magisterium is described as not
above the word of God but rather as serving it. The magisterium thus ‘‘lovingly
[pie] listens, keeps in holiness, and faithfully expounds’’ the word of God. Both
of the expressions ‘‘confidently proclaims’’ and ‘‘faithfully expounds’’ allude to
aNewTestament theme, that of parrēsia, a term that evokes the notion of speech
that is truthful, confident, public, courageous, and candid. In so describing
itself, the council acknowledges that it is conscious of acting in obedience to
the Holy Spirit and provides us with a hermeneutic for interpreting its state-
ments. These are intended to follow in the footsteps of preceding councils and
to be in conformity with the New Testament.

The council fathers then indicate the exact direction of this obedience by
describing themselves as ‘‘obedient to the words of St. John.’’ The prologue to
the First Letter of John, to which the text makes reference, not only presents
the principal theme of chapter 1 of the document but, because of the role of this
chapter, also places the whole of Dei verbum under the aegis of the rhythm we
have already seen (‘‘experience—proclaim’’) and goes on to declare that the
goal of this proclamation is communion with each other within the communion
of the Father and the Son.5 We must bear in mind this initial statement of
purpose as we enter into the theological intricacies of the document: It is
presented as the way to communion with the Trinity and the joy that inevitably
follows from such a fellowship.

As already mentioned, the second part of the preamble announces that, as
it sets forth ‘‘authentic teaching on Divine Revelation and its transmission,’’
the council expresses its indebtedness to the two preceding councils. WhileDei
verbum moves ahead and thus contributes to the advancement of the apostolic
tradition (DV 8), wemust take this statement seriously: Those who present this
teaching are aware of their debt to the work of theHoly Spirit within the Church
for nearly two millennia. It is for this reason that they describe themselves as
being at the service of the ‘‘summons to salvation’’ (salutis praeconium), echo-
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ing New Testament phrases such as ‘‘word of salvation’’ (Acts 13:26) and ‘‘the
word of truth, the good news of your salvation’’ (Eph 1:13), thus linking God’s
self-manifestation with human salvation.

Chapter 1, On Revelation Itself: The Nature and Object of Revelation

revelation and communion. God is described as acting from ‘‘his good-
ness and wisdom,’’ and his action is ‘‘to reveal himself and . . . the mystery of
his will.’’ In contrast to the similar statement in Vatican I, God is expressly
the agent here, and the reference to Ephesians 1:9 moves the consideration
to ‘‘the mystery of his will’’ (to mystērion tou thelēmatos autou/sacramentum
voluntatis suae) with all that the Greek and Latin terms evoke in regard to
the biblical teaching about God’s personal counsel and its created manifesta-
tion.6 In the document, the mystery of his will is described by alluding to
Ephesians 2:18 and 2 Peter 1:14:7 God the Father wills that we have access to
him in the Holy Spirit through Christ, the Word of God made flesh, and that
we become sharers in the divine nature. As Aquinas noted, this plan of God
made it absolutely imperative that he reveal both himself and this goal of our
existence since we could never know God as a dialogue partner or come to
grasp the gift that he makes (and then restores) to us unless he himself makes
it known.8

In a way, the most significant aspect of the opening sentence of article 2 is
the statement (which repeats Vatican I) that God reveals himself. Because of
God’s action in Christ, anticipated in the Old Dispensation and perfected in the
New, he addresses himself to the very depth of the human person. This makes
of revelation a speaking and an answering of a profoundly unique kind: It is a
friendship and a dialogue.9 The theme is continued and magnificently ex-
pressed in the second sentence of this paragraph, a passage that has few
counterparts in ecclesiastical documents and seems to be inspired by article 70
of Ecclesiam suam.10

actions and words. The second part of article 2 enters into the actual mode
of dialogue by looking at the divine initiative. The ‘‘economy’’ or working out of
revelation takes place in actions (gestis) and words (verbis) ‘‘intrinsically con-
nected with each other’’ in such a way that they illumine one another. This
statement sets forth what may be called the sacramentality of revelation. It is
the same word (dabar) of God present as both action and verbal expression by
which the action/event is transposed into language. The word that gives lan-
guage expression to the action ensures that God’s act be rendered more in-
telligible and be continually present to God’s people. Thus, the biblical ex-
pression in ‘‘words’’ has a unique capacity to transpose, express, and mediate
the action, the res, or the mysterion. Hans Urs von Balthasar expresses it thus:
‘‘The gradual clothing of the events within the folds of Scripture is not only an
inevitable drawback (because the people of the Orient of that time did not
know, in fact, an historiography in the modern understanding of the term), but
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assuredly also this corresponds unqualifiedly to a positive intention of the
Spirit.’’11

It is easy to see how this understanding of the biblical mediation of the
events wrought by God in a mysteriously unique manner challenges our temp-
tation to use the event as reconstructed by the historical-critical method as the
norm by which to judge (‘‘critical’’) the text rather than serve it. How then do we
understand the event asmediated by the sacred text in comparisonwith the event
as reconstructed by historical critical methods? How is it true that ‘‘the works
accomplished by God in the history of salvation manifest and confirm both the
teaching and the realities signified by the words, while the words proclaim the
works and bring to light the mystery contained in them’’? The integration of his-
torical methods within the whole theological task of biblical interpretation oc-
cupies the council in article 12, and I reservemy remarks for that later discussion.

preparation of the gospel revelation. The text outlines four stages in
God’s plan to prepare mankind for the Gospel, that is, for the full manifes-
tation of salvation in Jesus Christ. There is, first, God’s witness to himself in
creation, to which the document returns in article 6. Then there is God’s self-
manifestation, which makes known ‘‘the mystery of his will’’ to our first par-
ents. Then, after their fall, there is God’s continual care, in some mysterious
way, for the entire human race, which moves them toward eternal life through
perseverance in good works. Finally, he called Abraham and began an econ-
omy of covenant, moving his chosen people ever closer to the penultimate,
though definitive, stage of that economy: the incarnation of his Son, along with
his redemptive life, death, and resurrection, and the forming of his Body, the
Church, through the action of the Holy Spirit. This is to be brought to its
consummation when God declares: ‘‘Behold, I make all things new’’ (Rev
21:6).

Despite suggestions that the text include references to other passages that
link Christ and creation (for example, Col 1:16–17; 1 Cor 8:6; Rom 11:36; Heb
1:2), the council fathers opted to refer only to the classical text, which speaks of
God’s continual creating and conserving action as being effected ‘‘per Ver-
bum.’’ The wording implies that he also presents (praebet) his witness to
himself in the same way. The question of the Christological dimension of other
texts, particularly Colossians 1:16–17, is left open, and creation itself appears as
part of a saving economy of revelation.12 In its present form, then, the para-
graph presents a biblical view of God’s way of relating to the human race by
clearly distinguishing between a ‘‘testimony’’ in created reality, which God
constantly provides (the verbs are present participles), and a ‘‘self-manifesta-
tion’’ to the first humans. In modern Western theological thought the dis-
tinction is made rather between nature and grace. The document, while not
denying this perspective, distinguished between nature and history and thus
complements an intellectualist understanding of revelation with one that is
more interpersonal. Such a viewpoint strengthens the description in article 2,
which, as we have seen, describes revelation as coming from God’s love, in-
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volves speaking as a friend, and calls mankind to communion with him, thus
making grace the fruit of revelation.

The revelation made to our protoparentes and their fall is simply stated as a
fact on the basis of Genesis 1–3 and subsequent tradition. God’s care for the
whole of humanity before and outside of Israel is placed under the teaching of
Romans 2:6–7, which speaks of God rendering to each one according to his
works (Prov 24:12; Ps 62:12) and then goes on to state: ‘‘To those who, by
perseverance in good work, seek glory, honor and immortality, [he will give]
eternal life. To those characterized by self-seeking and who resist the truth,
going along with injustice, [there will be] wrath and fury.’’ Paul, by mentioning
those who persevere in doing good (literally, ‘‘good work’’) and in seeking (not
deserving) the eschatological goods promised to Israel, implies that they are
justified through some connection with Christ since in no other way would
they attain ‘‘eternal life.’’ Thus, though the exact manner of Christ’s prein-
carnational presence is not discussed, the council’s choice of biblical texts and
its own terminology turn us in the direction of the ancient patristic under-
standing of key New Testament texts.13

The text moves on to discuss what I earlier called the ‘‘economy of cove-
nant.’’14 Bypassing the covenant with Noah,15 the council begins with the call
of Abraham and the promise to him. While it is possible to situate Abraham
plausibly within the culture and times of the Levant of the second millennium
bc,16 the reality and spiritual impact of God’s word to him are experienced
most profoundly in his spiritual children.17 The working out of the plan in
regard to Abraham’s immediate spiritual heirs is then mentioned briefly by
speaking of what Israel learned from the patriarchs, Moses, and the prophets
about God Himself and about a ‘‘promised Savior.’’ The paragraph ends with
the mention of Christ, who, in Augustine’s phrase, ‘‘lies hidden’’ not only in
the prophecies but also in the events recorded in the Old Testament, whose
relation to the future is unique.

christ, the consummation of revelation. This key article makes four
statements that build on one another. The first, based on Hebrews 1:1–2,
speaks of the overall economy of revelation and unites its two parts by the
analogous use of the word ‘‘speak.’’ The second describes the definitive reve-
lation in Christ, the incarnate Word, who ‘‘speaks the words of God’’ and
accomplished the divine plan of salvation. The third statement sets forth the
sacramental nature of the revelation effected by Christ by means of his
‘‘presence and manifestation’’ and by all of his actions, which efficaciously
testify to the fact that ‘‘God is with us’’ to free us and to bring us to eternal life.
The final part of the article states that this revelation in Christ is unsurpassable
and unrepeatable and will be completed at the ‘‘glorious manifestation of our
Lord Jesus Christ.’’

By citing the opening lines of the Letter to the Hebrews, the council in-
vokes one of the solemnest assertions concerning the true reality of the One in
whomGod’s revelation takes place. It is worth reflecting on this text for the light
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it sheds on the nature of revelation. A literal translation of these lines runs as
follows:

On many occasions and in many ways in times past God, having
spoken to the fathers by the prophets, at the end of these days, spoke to
us in a Son whom he established as heir of all things through whom
he also made the ages who, being the radiance of his glory and the
imprint of his being, and sustaining all things by the word of his
power, having brought about purification of sins, sat down at the right
hand of the Majesty on high; having become as superior to the angels
as different from them is the name he has inherited. (Heb 1:1–4)

The subject of the first four verbs (‘‘having spoken,’’ ‘‘spoke,’’ ‘‘established,’’
‘‘made’’) is Theos, God: The Father is the author and source of revelation. At
first, all of the verbs that describe the Son are present participles that express
his eternal reality (‘‘being,’’ ‘‘sustaining’’). Then, in a breathtaking move, this
eternal and perfect image, the Sustainer of the universe, is described as the
agent of an activity within time (‘‘having brought about,’’ referring to the
Cross) who is given a new honor (‘‘sat down at the right hand of the Majesty’’)
and even ‘‘becomes’’ superior to the angels. Thus, the eternal God and his
eternal and coequal Son are first presented, and then the Son’s temporal ac-
tivity is described as the fulfillment of God’s speaking and initiating dialogue.
If this were not the case, revelation would result in little more than the dutiful
acceptance of theological formulae and a set of moral norms, a far cry from
Aquinas’s description of faith as consisting ‘‘essentially in an act of knowing,
that is its formal or specific perfection; this is clear from what its object is.’’18

The document then describes this economy of revelation in Christ by
speaking of his presence, his manifesting activity (especially his death and
resurrection), and the sending of the Holy Spirit. These acts complete reve-
lation and are accomplished by the ‘‘sacramental’’ reality of the Word made
flesh, who joins in himself the divine and the human and also the visible and
the invisible.19

The question remains, then, as to how this economy is continued after the
ascension. The basic answer is given in 1 John 5:6, which speaks of Christ, who
‘‘came,’’ and the Spirit, who ‘‘is bearing witness.’’ The locus of this witness is
the Church, whose liturgical action as effective revelation is described by Saint
Leo: ‘‘All those things which the Son of God both did and taught for the
reconciliation of the world, we not only know in the account of things now past,
but we also experience in the power of works which are present.’’20

Another dimension of revelation is highlighted in article 8, which speaks
of the faithful as having an ‘‘intimate understanding of the spiritual realities
which they experience.’’ The final sentence of article 4 mentions the ‘‘new and
definitive covenant’’ and the fact that ‘‘no new public revelation is to be ex-
pected.’’ This salutary statement leaves intact the question raised by John Paul
II, who remarked that the Old Covenant has never been revoked,21 as well as
that of the public destiny of revelations such as those at Lourdes, Fatima, and
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Paray le Monial: In the first instance we must strive to understand how the for-
mer revelation is completed and yet has a fruit of its own, while in the second
we must learn to distinguish between public effect and public authority.22

revelation must be received by faith. The description of faith given here
corresponds to the ‘‘dialogue of salvation’’ described by Paul VI in Ecclesiam
suam, articles 70–79. Revelation, therefore, consists in a movement not unlike
that in ‘‘doctrina’’ or ‘‘teaching,’’ as described by Thomas Aquinas, in that God
offers himself and a knowledge of his plan of salvation and also supplies the
light by which this can be understood, yielded to, and embraced.23 An ex-
tremely important aspect of the response to revelation concerns the role of the
will in the act of faith. In the following statement the light of revelation is
described as appetible: ‘‘So also in the faith by which we believe in God there is
not only the accepting of the object of assent, but something moving us to the
assent. This is a kind of light—the habit of faith—divinely imparted to the
human mind. It is more capable of causing assent than any demonstra-
tion. . . . It is clear, then, that faith comes from God in two ways: by way of an
interior light that leads to assent and by way of the realities that are proposed
from without and that had as their source Divine Revelation.’’24

What has been entrusted to the Church is actually presented to human
beings, along with the attraction of the light, so that believers yield to what God
works in them; it is a faith informed by love or ‘‘the obedience of faith,’’ ‘‘by
which a human being offers his whole self to God.’’ This notion that faith is
essentially a work of God is in fact the leitmotif of John 6.25 So far, what has
been said applies to faith in both the Old Dispensation and the New: In both
there is entrustment of oneself and an intellectual content. The fact of the
Incarnation, however,means that faith in Christianity includes a creed that con-
sists mostly of historical facts, in which the fundamental realities made known
to us in Christ can be articulated in a way not usually explicit in Judaism.

This description of faith, along with the use of the term ‘‘experience’’
(which we encounter in article 8), marks a courageous return to a more tra-
ditional understanding of faith, many of whose aspects had been misused in
Modernism.26 Again, the articles of faith are not considered to be merely
intellectual statements but, as we have seen, are rather the means of coming
into faith contact with divine reality, ‘‘a perception of divine truth that leads us
to that truth itself.’’27 The final statement in this paragraph prepares the way
for considering the progress of the apostolic preaching (no. 8). Here we begin
to catch a glimpse of the work of the Holy Spirit, who finally effects and confers
an ever-deeper knowledge of revelation through his transforming action,
thereby uniting the believer to Christ (see, among other New Testament texts, 1
Jn 4:7–5:21).28

revelation and creation. These two paragraphs treat, first, of those reali-
ties that surpass human understanding and, then, those that can be known by
reason but, in our present condition, are not fully attained. The first paragraph
resumes what was already said in article 3. The second paragraph asserts the
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biblical teaching on the attainability of knowledge about God by considering
creation.29

The biblical tradition is clear: God can be known in, by, and through his
creation. For some, who first come to know God as Savior of his people, source
of instruction, and respondent to their prayers, creation is a means by which
God is recognized as also being the exclusive Author of the world. For those
outside this dispensation, God and his uniqueness and rights can be discovered
in his work of creation, in nature, and in the longings of the created heart.
While it is true that this discovery can be made by human reason, the ‘‘imprint
of the divine light in us,’’30 it is also true that, in the present state of the
human race, both individually and culturally, this de jure ability requires, as
the council reiterates, a special help in order to achieve its goal.31 This is
also attested to by the earliest Church fathers. For instance, Origen states:
‘‘We affirm that human nature is not sufficient in any way to seek God and
find him with purity unless it is helped by the one who is the object of the
search.’’32

It is helpful, in considering this teaching, to bear in mind some basic
notions. First, knowing is an act of the person and not only of the mind. This is
clearly seen, for instance, when we compare various kinds of knowing. The
lowest type is that enshrined by the positive sciences and unconsciously taken
over in other disciplines, namely, knowledge caused by ‘‘compelling evidence.’’
This knowledge strives for an ever-increasing elimination of the human factor,
though the ideal has been subverted by the famous principle of indeterminacy.
The second level is that of appreciating a work of art: Here the human factor is
absolutely necessary since art demands of the receiver an active openness, a
movement of receptivity. The third level is that of interpersonal knowledge,
which is impossible without both active receptivity and self-gift. This last type
reaches a unique level and an intensity in the personal knowledge of God,
something achieved only by divine initiative. The principle is, therefore, that
the higher forms of knowledge demand a greater self-involvement on the part
of the knower, who must also finally become a lover.

Chapter 2, The Transmission of Divine Revelation

the apostles and their successors, bearers of the gospel. As René
Latourelle remarks in regard to this chapter, ‘‘This is the first time that any
document of the extraordinary Magisterium has proposed such an elaborate
text on the nature, object and importance of Tradition.’’33 After an initial
general statement to the effect that God has governed history in such a way that
all generations have access to his revelation, article 7 goes on to develop this in
three stages. The first of these is the presence and activity of Jesus himself as
consummating the revelatory activity of God in the Old Testament and com-
missioning the Apostles to continue making the Gospel known to the whole
world. The second stage describes the manner in which the Apostles carried
out this commission, including the activity of ‘‘apostolic men,’’ who committed
the message of the Apostles to writing. The final stage describes the ongoing
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process of tradition entrusted to the bishops as teachers and, under their
guidance, to the whole Church until its pilgrimage is complete.

Underlying all of this presentation is once again a view of revelation as an
interpersonal reality and not merely an intellectual occurrence. This can be seen
first of all in the ways in which the article differs from the comparable pre-
sentation in the Council of Trent, upon which it depends and to which it refers
in footnote 2. After pointing out several significant differences, Joseph Rat-
zinger describes their general import. Far from wishing merely to play off
salvation history theology with its accent on deed as well as word against a
more pronounced word theology, the goal is rather ‘‘to open up a compre-
hensive view of the real character of Revelation which—precisely because it is
concerned with the whole man—is founded not only in the word that Christ
preached, but in the whole of the living experience of his person, thus em-
bracing what is said and what is unsaid, what the Apostles in their turn are not
able to express fully in words, but which is founded in the whole reality of the
Christian existence of which they speak, far transcending the framework of
what has been explicitly formulated in words.’’34 Such a view of revelation
implies a different understanding of the act of knowledge, as well as the act of
expressing it in language. Let it suffice here to point out that this different
understanding underlies previous expressions in the document such as the
description of God the Father ‘‘speaking to men and women as friends’’ (DV
2).35 The same understanding of communication is reflected in the article’s
wording as it describes the second stage, namely the transmission by the
Apostles, who ‘‘by oral preaching, examples and institutions handed on that
which they received from Christ, whether from his speech, way of life and
works, or that which they learned from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.’’ The
added remark about ‘‘apostolic men’’ receiving from the Holy Spirit the grace
to commit the message to writing elevates scripture to a unique position, but it
can be understood only in the light of the whole communicative process,
especially the action of the Holy Spirit. A remark of Thomas Aquinas is en-
lightening in this regard:

After the level of those who receive revelation directly from God, an-
other level of grace is necessary. Because men receive revelation from
God not only for their own time but also for the instruction of all who
come after them, it was necessary that the things revealed to them be
passed on not only in speech to their contemporaries but also as
written down for the instruction of those to come after them. And thus
it was also necessary that there be those who could interpret what was
written down. This also must be done by divine grace. And so we read
in Genesis 40:8, ‘‘Does not interpretation come from God?’’36

The grace of interpretation is conferred on the subject of revelation, namely,
the Church itself, and that is why those who are charged with the task of
interpretation must share in the Church’s life, especially its liturgical life, if
they are to understand the whole life communicated in revelation since ‘‘It

revelation and its transmission 63



pleased God in his goodness and wisdom to reveal himself and to make known
the mystery of his will’’ (DV 2). Such a faith vision is the basis of Aquinas’s
position, which is not nearly as ‘‘intellectualistic’’ as is often thought. For him,
‘‘the teaching of the Church’’ is more than verbal and dogmatic pronounce-
ments; it is the whole life of the Church insofar as it is under the aegis of the
Holy Spirit, and it is in this Spirit that we receive the apostolic tradition in all its
fullness. Here is one example of many expressions: ‘‘Faith adheres to all the
articles of faith because of one reason [medium], namely because of the First
Truth proposed to us in the Scriptures understood rightly according to the
teaching of the Church [secundum doctrinam Ecclesiae].’’37

sacred tradition. Article 8 provides a clear indication of the distance the
document Dei verbum traveled since the introduction of its first draft on No-
vember 14, 1962.38 What Joseph Ratzinger says of chapter 2 as a whole
is particularly true of article 8: ‘‘It is not difficult to see the pen of Y. Congar.’’39

Many aspects of revealed reality come together to shed light on the nature of
tradition. Three of these are the following: (1) the nature of the Church as both
visible and invisible, as is stated in Lumen gentium;40 (2) the nature of revelation
as ‘‘brought about by actions and words intrinsically connected with each
other’’ (DV 2) and the fact that this is true as well, though in a different
manner, of the transmission of revelation; and (3) just as God has chosen to
manifest and communicate both himself and the eternal decrees of his will by
revelation (DV 6), so too tradition, by which this revelatory act is made present
to all generations, ‘‘is a real, living self-communication of God’’;41 it is ‘‘the
Epiclesis on the history of salvation, namely the theophany of the Holy Spirit
without which the history of the world is incomprehensible and Sacred
Scripture remains a dead letter.’’42

The first assertion in this section is that the apostolic preaching, expressed
in a ‘‘special manner in the inspired books,’’ needed (debebat) to be preserved
by a continuous succession (of designated men), and that is why the Apostles
exhort their addressees to be faithful contenders for the traditions, either
written or oral, which they have received. Further, by speaking of the content of
the apostolic tradition as constituting all that contributes to the life of the
Church and describing this transmission as taking place in its ‘‘teaching, life
and worship,’’ we return to the ample understanding of tradition, which is one
of the defining characteristics of Dei verbum.

The second statement, which includes all of the second paragraph, is
one of the most significant of the whole document. It has to do with what
is explicitly called the ‘‘progress’’ (proficit) and ‘‘growth’’ (crescit) of tradition.
The assertion that tradition ‘‘makes progress’’ is immediately explained by
saying that what ‘‘grows’’ is an ‘‘understanding’’ (perceptio) ‘‘both of the reali-
ties and of the words that have been handed on.’’43 This introduces the cog-
nitional questions, what is understanding and how does it grow? The short
answer is that understanding is both an awareness of being modified by
something or someone else and the ability to assert that fact and to speak
about the object of the knowledge. Growth in understanding occurs as the
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knowing subject is increasingly modified by the object: There is a growth in
conformity, which takes place as a result of a willingness to be so modified.
Thus, in all forms of knowledge growth in understanding takes place through
a conversion.44

The second way that understanding grows is by an intimate knowledge of
the realities that the believers experience. With this mention of experience we
cross a threshold that, given the specter of Modernism, had appeared im-
passable.45

The final way in which the apostolic tradition makes progress is ‘‘by the
preaching of those who have received with Episcopal succession the sure
charism of truth.’’ This implies, at least ideally, that the bishops are themselves
involved in the two previously mentioned activities of study and contemplation
and possess an intimate knowledge of divine realities gained by experience. It
also implies (and indeed requires) that they are listening to the faithful,
guiding their ongoing penetration of the word in scripture and tradition, and
confirming what God’s people are authentically learning as they experience
divine realities. In this manner the whole Church advances the effective power
of what is revealed, expressed in scripture, mediated by tradition, and pro-
claimed and celebrated in the liturgy.

the mutual relationship between sacred scripture and sacred

tradition. This article and the following are, in the nature of things, among
the most controversial in the whole document. Indeed, John Paul II, in his
encyclical Ut unum sint (no. 79), puts first in his list of ‘‘areas in need of fuller
study before a true consensus of faith can be achieved,’’ ‘‘the relationship be-
tween Sacred Scripture, as the highest authority in matters of faith, and Sacred
Tradition, as indispensable to the interpretation of the Word of God.’’ The
challenge offered by Protestant objections to the Catholic understanding of
tradition, along with a more nuanced understanding of the history of tradition,
led the fathers at Trent to propose a formula in which revelation would be
viewed as being contained ‘‘partially’’ in scripture and ‘‘partially’’ in tradition.
For reasons not made clear in the acta of the council, the partim . . . partim
terminology was dropped in the final draft of session 4, though much subse-
quent Catholic theology continued to treat of the scripture-tradition relation in
these terms as though it were the teaching of Trent.46

On the other hand, the Protestant Reformation, with its insistence on sola
scriptura, gratefully accepted the promise of the historical methods to produce
an understanding of the sacred text that would not stand in need of any in-
terpretation from tradition. This position was still held out as a future possi-
bility by some Protestant commentators on Dei verbum, though other Protes-
tant commentators firmly reject the idea of a text in need only of the right use
of the historical critical method.47 Centuries of debate and discussion have
matured the terms of the argument, but, as John Paul II has reminded us, the
relationship between scripture and tradition still ranks as the primary theme in
need of clarification in Protestant-Catholic dialogue.48 I discuss this further in
the context of the following article.
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the relation of scripture and tradition to the whole church and to

the magisterium. In article 10 two aspects of tradition are mentioned and
distinguished from one another. There is, first, the whole body of under-
standing that bears the revelation transmitted in the sacred text along and
includes in some way the discerning of which books belong in the canon. This
also includes the liturgical interpretive context given to the books, along with a
wide stream of preaching and theological elaboration over the centuries. The
second aspect of tradition is called the magisterium, or the teaching office of
the Church, which, at least in Catholic faith and practice, relies on this mil-
lennial ‘‘handing on’’ of the scriptural text with its broad understanding and yet
has the authority by the gift of the Holy Spirit to define certain aspects of the
biblical tradition in such a way that other opinions are declared wrong.

All Christian groups accept the first aspect of tradition either implicitly or
explicitly, with greater or lesser authority accorded to it. Most theologians
acknowledge the fact that some form of tradition plays a role in the interpreting
of any text; Hans Georg Gadamer has conclusively established this.49 In regard
to scripture there is a growing consensus that the Holy Spirit exercises cau-
sality in the handing on of the experiential understanding of what is mediated
by scripture, as well as in the sacraments.50 This is summed up in the phrase in
1 John 5:6, which refers to the work of redemption effected by Jesus by saying
that ‘‘he came’’ (aorist participle), while the action of the Holy Spirit is that he
‘‘is bearing witness’’ (present participle), that is, making the words and work of
Jesus permanently available and life giving to and through the Church. The
locus of this action is, therefore, primarily the Church.

Such a position challenges the opinion that the scriptures can be under-
stood fromwithin any context, provided that the correct methods are rigorously
applied. This challenge is multiform. It comes from those who appeal to the
Rule of Faith as the ultimate interpretive norm,51 or, more generally, to the role
of the Holy Spirit in the Church,52 or finally to the multiform presence of the
Word in the Church.53

Many Protestant commentators correctly pointed out that Dei verbum did
not directly address the problem of correcting tradition itself, though the coun-
cil’s very documents reformed or laid the foundation for the reform of many
aspects of Church life that required change. One need only think of the liturgy,
ecumenism, the role of the laity, and the position on religious liberty as ex-
amples. These are instances of how ‘‘the ecclesial Magisterium making use of
Scripture and tradition’’ reformed and advanced key areas of the Church’s life
and thought.

The achievement of Dei verbum here, as in many other dimensions of
doctrine, consisted in restating the whole of the tradition, preserving what
risked being lost, and modifying excesses. Articulating more profoundly the
way in which scripture, tradition, and magisterium, ‘‘each one in its own way
under the action of the Holy Spirit,’’ preserves and develops the apostolic
heritage requires those very qualities of familiarity, faith experience, intellec-
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tual acumen, and fidelity to the Holy Spirit that the document calls for. It must
also be a Catholic, that is, an authentically ecumenical, effort.

Chapter 3: The Divine Inspiration of Sacred
Scripture and Its Interpretation

the inspiration and truth of sacred scripture. The major contribution
of article 11 is that of preserving all of the aspects of the traditional under-
standing of the divine origin of sacred scripture, its dual authorship, and its
truth.54 Given the state of theological thinking at that time, this was a con-
siderable achievement and has preserved for further thought and investigation
the task of pursuing each of these topics in greater depth. Unfortunately, little
progress has been made in answering this theological challenge, posed prin-
cipally by the fact that the historical sciences have greatly changed the ‘‘model’’
that underlies the ancient and medieval understanding of the relation between
narrative and event, as well as the whole process of successive redactions of a
text within a long, ongoing tradition; this latter factor is more prominent, of
course, in the composition of the Old Testament. The solution lies in a retrieval
of the ancient principles and their application to our understanding of the
whole process of text production and text reception as we now understand it. It
will also involve a profound reassessment of our modern and postmodern
understanding of cognition, history, and language.55

how sacred scripture should be interpreted. After having asserted that
the human authors, writing as true authors, ‘‘consigned to writing everything
and only those things which God wanted’’ and that this activity ‘‘transmits
without error the truth which God, for the sake of our salvation, wanted put
into the sacred writings,’’ the council fathers had now to explain how the sacred
text is to be interpreted. One of the primary purposes of the latter section of
article 11 had been to rescue the discussion about inerrancy from its previously
fruitless debates by introducing the concept of veritas, which God, nostrae
salutis causa, wished to communicate. This eliminates many of the problems of
the inerrancy debate and allows a simple acknowledgement of the inaccuracies
(historical, textual, and so forth) that appear in the sacred text.56 This same
notion of the mode of expression now underlies the ensuing discussion of lit-
erary genre, culture, and so on in an attempt to understand the human authors
on their own terms.

The opening lines of article 12 place the accent on grasping what ‘‘the
sacred writers really intended.’’ This introduces a cardinal principle already
enunciated by Saint Athanasius and quoted in Divino afflante Spiritu: ‘‘Here, as
indeed is expedient in all other passages of Sacred Scripture, it should be
noted, on what occasion the Apostle spoke; we should carefully and faithfully
observe to whom and why he wrote, lest, being ignorant of these points, or
confounding one with another, we miss the real meaning of the author.’’57

This basic rule governing the interpretation of all texts takes on a particular
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importance when the interpreters are removed linguistically, culturally, and
geographically from the text they are studying. There is also a danger in this
manner of expression, and it lies in the two dimensions of the verb ‘‘to intend.’’
The work of establishing cultural sympathy can result in a reasonably suc-
cessful attempt to understand the correct tenor of the author’s work (i.e., what
the author intended to say). However, the statement is about something, and
that too is what the author intends—some reality, some aspect of being; thus,
interpreting a text includes participating in the knowledge that the author is
communicating. ‘‘The one who does not understand the reality cannot draw
the meaning out of the words.’’58

In the second paragraph, which describes the historical work of the exe-
gete, the accent is placed, as I have noted, on grasping what the document calls
the author’s ‘‘intention.’’59 It is impossible to exaggerate the benefit that has
accrued to the study of the Sacred Page and thus to the Church by the correct
application of themethods this paragraph describes. Wemust bear inmind the
earlier statement of this document, which speaks of the oeconomia revelationis
taking place ‘‘gestis verbisque intrinsece inter se connexis’’ (DV 2). In this
context we may say that in order to participate more fully in the reality me-
diated by the words—intentio understood metaphysically—it is imperative that
we grasp what, in terms of his own context, the author ‘‘wants to say’’—intentio
understood psychologically. This will ultimately involve a deeper understand-
ing of the nature of language.

The third paragraph of article 12 begins with a long sentence, whose
opening phrase changes the direction of thought and is followed by statements
that point successively to the fact of the canon of scripture, the tradition of the
Church, and the ‘‘analogy of faith.’’ This sentence is succeeded by remarks
regarding the magisterium and the way in which biblical interpretation both
serves this function and is subject to it.

Three procedures are listed in this text as part of reading and interpreting
holy scripture in the same Spirit in which it was written, and these are necessary
‘‘in order rightly to draw out the meaning of the sacred texts.’’ There is, first,
attention ‘‘to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture,’’ whatmay be called
‘‘canonical criticism.’’ There is then an account of ‘‘the living Tradition of the
entire Church.’’ This must refer to the fathers and liturgies of both East and
West, as well as the living faith practice of the members of the Church. Finally,
there is ‘‘analogia fidei,’’ a traditional phrase that emphasizes two facts: that the
Bible is a whole with a multifaceted but consistent message and that each part of
the sacred text must be understood as compatible with others in the canon, in-
deed as deriving from and contributing to an understanding of the whole.60

The final two sentences of article 12 discuss the relationship between
exegetical work and the Church’s teaching office and function. The first sen-
tence urges exegetes to work according to the ‘‘rules’’ just elaborated so that the
judgment of the Church ‘‘might mature.’’ Because the documents of Vatican II
are the fruit of the biblical, liturgical, patristic, and theological work of the
previous 150 years, especially that of the ressourcement movement, they are
themselves a good example of such collaboration. The final sentence enunci-
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ates the principles that the Church has the divine mandate and ministry of
preserving and interpreting the scriptures and that other efforts are subject to
the authority of the Church’s judgment. These principles are well expressed by
Thomas Aquinas: ‘‘Faith adheres to all the articles of faith because of one
reason [medium], namely, because of the First Truth proposed to us in the
Scriptures understood rightly according to the teaching of the Church [se-
cundum doctrinam Ecclesiae].’’61

god’s condescension. This text puts the accent on the sugkatabasis (con-
descension) of God.62 It is shown in the way Almighty God ‘‘comes down’’ to
our level in order to communicate. This is then compared to the Incarnation:
The comparison is loose, but a foundation exists for it. To take seriously the
teaching on inspiration means to understand that, in some mysterious way,
the Word enters into a culture and a linguistic grid: He becomes ‘‘flesh’’ in
language.

Much work remains to be done in order to elaborate a Christian theology
of language, but it is necessary in order to complete the integration I have been
describing. It will not be achieved without a deep sense of the poetic quality of
language—the fact that it reveals rather than represents. The beginnings of
such a theology are implicit in the writings of some of the fathers and Medieval
theologians I have cited here. I close this section with a text that offers a
foundation for the continuation of this line of thought. It is from Aquinas’s
commentary on the Prologue of John: ‘‘Though there be many participated
truths, there is but one absolute Truth which by its own essence is Truth,
namely the Divine Being itself, by which Truth all words are words. In the same
way there is one absolute Wisdom, raised above all, namely the Divine Wisdom
by participation in whom all wise men are wise. And in the same way the ab-
solute Word by participation in whom all who have a word are said to be speak-
ing. This is the Divine Word, which in Himself is the Word raised above all.’’63

Concluding Reflections

Dei verbum yields its intelligibility to those who, entering into its spirit, em-
brace what Benedict XVI called its ‘‘hermeneutic of reform,’’ that is, ‘‘the
renewal in the continuity of the one subject-Church which the Lord has given
to us. She is a subject which increases in time and develops, yet always re-
maining the same, the one subject of the journeying People of God.’’64 As I
pointed out earlier, the apostolic constitution, with all of its multiform aspects,
stayed faithful to the teaching of past centuries while finding a way to allow for
the legitimate development that the Holy Spirit effects through the ages. Ex-
amples would be the more personal context within which the giving and re-
ceiving of revelation is appreciated; the awareness (in article 7) of a more
sophisticated understanding of biblical authorship achieved in modern his-
torical study; a sensitivity to Protestant views regarding scripture and tradition;
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and the role of study, contemplation, and experience on the part of the faithful
in contributing to the progress of the apostolic tradition (DV 8).

One of the most significant positions, however, was the reiteration and
development of the teaching of Divino afflante Spiritu regarding the use of the
historical and literary methods available today in the study of the sacred text. In
this crucial matter the task before us is clear; its immense importance was
already accented when, in 1988, Joseph Ratzinger reminded us that ‘‘the ex-
egetical problem is identical in the main with the struggle for the foundations
of our time. Such a struggle cannot be conducted casually, nor can it be won
with a few suggestions. It will demand, as I have already intimated, the at-
tentive and critical commitment of an entire generation.’’65

notes

1. B.-D. Dupuy ends his history of the document in the council by commenting on
the final vote: ‘‘Thus ended, with a near unanimity what was doubtless the most decisive
and difficult debate of the Second Vatican Council.’’ B.-D. Dupuy, ed., La révélation
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4

Inspiration and Interpretation

Denis Farkasfalvy, O.Cist.

The dogmatic constitution Dei verbum was the product of a lengthy
‘‘struggle,’’ and even the final version is not the ‘‘mature conclusion’’
of the process that produced it.1 Here I neither discuss its detailed
history nor trace the path that the theology of revelation and inspira-
tion has traveled between the two Vatican councils. Instead, I under-
take a historical inquiry to demonstrate a double thesis:

1. For the theology of inspiration, inerrancy, and the ecclesial use
of scripture, Dei verbum has successfully restored the proper
context in which tradition developed and nurtured them.

2. In chapters 3–5 Dei verbum applied a renewed theology of
revelation, to which the aforementioned topics belong, but the
effort of synthesis resulted in an incomplete text that is still
awaiting full development.

The Place of Biblical Inspiration in Dei verbum

Obtaining the Proper Context

The original schema of what later became the dogmatic constitution
Dei verbum was the product of a certain ‘‘Roman theology’’ that was
well known from theological manuals used in Rome at pontifical uni-
versities in the first half of the twentieth century. These were textbooks
assigned to compulsory courses called Introductio generalis in sacram
scripturam.2 The famous encyclical Divino afflante by Pius XII was
basically a product of the same Roman school of theology in its final
and best phase. A comparison of the topical outline of this encyclical
with the leading textbooks is instructive. Their common point of



departure is a proof of the ‘‘existence of inspiration,’’ which presents the Bible
as essentially a collection of texts written under the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit.3 This is followed up in two directions. First, the ‘‘extent’’ of inspiration is
discussed to show that it includes every text of the Catholic Bible.4 Second, the
‘‘essence’’ or ‘‘nature’’ of inspiration is treated as a divine influence on the sa-
cred writers of the biblical books,5 the hagiographers, to engage their minds
and wills so that the literary works they produced could be truly characterized
as both ‘‘authored by God’’ and written by human authors, the latter as in-
struments of God. To conclude the first part of the treatise, this double au-
thorship, human and divine, is discussed in terms of the scholastic concept of
‘‘instrumental causality,’’ which is borrowed from the treatise of the Summa of
Saint Thomas about prophecy and then applied to literary authorship.6

The second part continues with the study of inerrancy as the ‘‘most im-
portant effect of inspiration’’ and covers every text in its entirety, including
those with a nonreligious content (e.g., history, geography, natural sciences,
descriptive observations).

The encyclical Divino afflante, published in 1943, was rightly hailed for two
decades as ‘‘the Magna Charta of Catholic biblical scholarship.’’ It encouraged
linguistic, archeological, and critical studies of texts and focused on the literal
sense while also emphasizing the importance of the Church fathers’ exegetical
tradition. It kept the theology of inspiration and inerrancy, however, locked in a
narrow perspective of the Roman textbooks. Divino afflante was issued on the
fiftieth anniversary of Leo XIII’s encyclical Providentissimus Deus and closely
reiterated the main theses of that papal document. Divino afflante, neverthe-
less, projected admiration of and enthusiasm for modern biblical studies and,
in support of the patristic renewal slowly expanding in the 1930s and 1940s,
encouraged the study of ancient exegesis, though without proposing any
specific guidance for combining the two trends.7

High hopes were connected with the novel concept of the ‘‘literary genre,’’
which Divino afflante strongly promoted. The importance of this cannot be
underestimated. Catholic exegetes began to emphasize that, due to their spe-
cific literary genres, most biblical texts could not be held to standards ofmodern
science and historiography. In both the pulpit and the classroom, this brought
badly needed relief.

The study of the literary genre provided further benefits. Catholics began to
realize that the majority of the biblical texts constituted religious poetry. What
is in prose, moreover, often follows ancient literary conventions of persuasive,
ethical, or legislative texts. For many of the biblical texts, therefore, a ratio-
nalistic application of ‘‘inerrancy’’ (in the sense of ‘‘historicity’’ and modern
historiography) began to appear pointless. Divino afflante successfully opened
the doors for a Catholic ‘‘biblical movement’’ that quickly gained momentum.8

The first preparatory schemas of the council on biblical matters (inspira-
tion and inerrancy), however, offered little hope for significant progress. Try-
ing to deal with the considerable backlog of the Councils of Trent and Vatican
I, the first five schemas (A through E) tried in vain to place tradition (and thus
the magisterium) above scripture by controlling its interpretation and thus to
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resolve the potential conflicts between the ‘‘two sources of Revelation,’’ scrip-
ture and tradition, by subordinating the former to the latter.

In their response, the council fathers rejected the documents prepared by
the preparatory committee and soon brought the conciliar debate to the brink
of a stalemate. Thereafter, a papal intervention (in November 1962, by John
XXIII) removed the project from the agenda. Almost two years passed until an
initiative issued by Pope Paul VI (March 7, 1964) brought these topics back
under a new title, De revelatione, and with a newly appointed subcommittee in
charge.9 This group began to draft a new schema with fresh insights.

Now for a second time the ‘‘theology of revelation’’ took center stage in the
council, integrated some of the topics treated previously, and marginalized
others. The new schema approached revelation according to the patristic per-
spective of a comprehensive ‘‘economy of salvation.’’10 This appeared suc-
cessful, for the new schema easily transcended the dualism of ‘‘scripture vs.
tradition,’’ which had marred all post-Tridentine debates about this issue. Dei
verbum set out to state at its beginning that ‘‘The divine economy is realized by
deeds and words’’ (I, no. 2). In this perspective not even the ‘‘verbal’’ form of
revelation appears central and primary. Revelation becomes a comprehensive
concept: It includes all forms and means of communication by which God has
chosen to manifest Himself to the human race. Most importantly, Dei verbum
rectified the approach by which the papal encyclicals of Pius XII,Divino afflante
and Humani generis, had begun their discourse by speaking of the inspired
authors (hagiographi) of the sacred books. In the first place, Dei verbum cor-
rectly emphasized that, because revelation takes place as history (and not just
in history), it cannot be reduced to verbal and conceptual expressions, let alone
to written texts. Second,Dei verbum did not allow the notion of ‘‘revealed truth’’
to be reduced or restricted to propositional statements. Instead, it means the
complex historical events and developments that, in fact, have certain cognitive
aspects and obtain expression in narratives, texts, and theological statements
but also include other aspects of the religious experience and give birth to
alternative forms of verbal expression, such as poetry, legislation, prophecy,
and prayer, all of which appear in the Bible.11

The conciliar document’s opening paragraph contains a summary sketch
of ‘‘sacred history’’ in the way the Bible deals with history, narrating the biblical
past. Such treatment of the past is frequently repeated in patristic authors with
no regard to modern historical consciousness. By this procedure the document
was allowed to integrate further patristic doctrine on revelation and inspiration
easily. On the other hand, Dei verbum made no attempt to bridge the gap
separating the precritical view of history from contemporary thought. On
matters such as human evolution, hominization, and the emergence of culture
and religious practices in prehistorical times, it never even tried to integrate
biblical content with contemporary categories of history, as was done, for ex-
ample, in the terms of William Albright’s classic, albeit outdated, work, From
the Stone Age to Christianity.12 The document cautiously preferred to repeat
traditional language and avoided a confrontation between biblical history and
modern anthropology.13
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Biblical Inspiration in the New Context of Revelation

The final version (text F) of Dei verbum inserted the traditional doctrine of
biblical inspiration into the context of a renewed notion of revelation. Although
this traditional doctrine remained basically unchanged, the new context almost
automatically enriched it. This appears most clearly in chapter 2, where the text
moves from the notion of the ‘‘divine economy’’—events and experiences
happening to God’s people (meaning both Israel and the nascent Church)—to
the topic of ‘‘the Transmission of Divine Revelation.’’ The concept of ‘‘trans-
mission’’ was sufficiently wide as to include both the oral and the written
transmission of God’s self-disclosure; thus, from the beginning, the unity of
(rather than the distinction between) scripture and tradition was emphasized.
Yet, by a curious though intentional shortcut, the document quickly passes
over in one sentence the first phase of sacred history and, with regard to the
Old Testament, does not even distinguish between oral and written traditions:
‘‘In his gracious goodness, God has seen to it that what He had revealed for the
salvation of all nations would abide perpetually in its full integrity and be
handed on to all generations’’ (DV 7).

One might even be led to think that this sentence wants to include, right
from the beginning, the transmission of revelation through Christ and his
apostles, for without mentioning the scriptures of the Jewish people it con-
tinues immediately with the following: ‘‘Therefore, Christ the Lord in whom
the entire Revelation of God the most high is summed up (cf. 2 Cor 2 1:20,
3:16–4:6) commanded the Apostles to preach the Gospel which had been
promised beforehand by the prophets and which He Himself has fulfilled in
his own person and promulgated with his own lips.’’ In any case, the concept of
revelation presented here is strongly Christocentric. All revelatory instances
are summarized as ‘‘the Prophets’’ in a comprehensive sense, those who have
preceded and anticipated Christ until He, at the peak of revelation, pronounced
the Good News ‘‘with his own lips’’ and transmitted it thereafter through his
chosen Apostles to all future generations. In this scheme, the longitudinal or
temporal dimension of the salvation-history outline is complemented by a
scheme of mediation, in which there is but one mediator and revealer, the Son,
who engages further spokesmen and mediators in every age and time. Christ’s
omnipresence in every phase of the economy of salvation makes each one
transcend its historical limitation in two ways, by overcoming finiteness and
receiving temporal extension and by becoming released from the locksteps of
temporal succession. By their theandrical constitution, that is, since Christ is
both human and divine, his actions obtain a supratemporal relevance and
availability; they even exercise supratemporal causality (most clearly in the sac-
raments, but analogously in every kind of proclamation of the word) by bringing
about and endowing with efficacy the salvific encounters between God and
man always and everywhere.

Christ, the ‘‘prophets’’ of the Old Testament, and the Apostles form a sort
of ‘‘triptych,’’ a triple structure of revelatory mediation with the terms
‘‘prophets’’ and ‘‘Apostles’’ taking a generalized and quasi-technical meaning.
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The term ‘‘prophets’’ signifies the recipients of revelation in Israel, ultimately
the authoritative sources of the Old Testament scriptures, while the term
‘‘Apostles’’ refers to the immediate recipients of Jesus’ mission, chosen eyewit-
nesses who took the word of revelation from his mouth and became the foun-
tainhead of the apostolic tradition from which the scriptures of the New Tes-
tament also originate. Understood in this way, the economy of salvation cannot
be reduced to ‘‘a historical process’’ conceived as a one-dimensional accumu-
lation of subsequent installments. Rather, it is a chain of anticipations that lead
to their peak in Christ, which happens all at once at the incarnation of the
Logos, but then are extended and distributed to all subsequent times and places.

Only at this point does Dei verbum introduce ‘‘the Scriptures.’’ Although
the document previously referred to ‘‘Moses’’ (DV 3) and ‘‘the prophets’’ (also
in no. 3 and later in no. 7), these were mentioned in a role of ‘‘speaking’’ God’s
word as if by an oral message.14 Scripture as such is mentioned explicitly for
the first time in article 7, in reference to the full message of Christ’s revelation:
‘‘the Apostles and those apostolic men who, under the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit, have put into writing the message of salvation’’ (DV 7).15

It is no accident that, in this way, the first mentioning of scripture and
biblical inspiration takes place in reference to the apostolic tradition, so that the
document begins its theology of inspiration in reference to the New Testa-
ment. Throughout its entirety the document understands all of the scriptures
as derived from Christ, their fountain. Thus later, in chapter 4, the texts of the
Old Testament are treated as ‘‘the economy of salvation fore-announced, nar-
rated and explained’’ (praeannuntiata, enarrata atque explicata,DV 14).Wemight
be dealing here with one of the least understood and appreciated aspects of the
document. As the patristic heritage has always maintained, the purpose and
meaning of the Old Testament lie in its prophetic character. Only by pointing
to Christ does it possess permanent value for mankind’s universal salvation
history. The economy of salvation of the Old Testament has its raison d’être
chiefly in this (in hoc potissimum disposita erat), that it might ‘‘prophetically
announce and typologically signify the coming of Christ as the Redeemer of all
and his messianic Kingdom’’ (DV 15).16

Because it is based on a patristic theology of revelation, the concept of
biblical inspiration presented in Dei verbum stands head and shoulders above
that of Divino afflante and the Roman textbooks of the 1950s. The latter usually
started with a chapter ‘‘De exsistentia inspirationis,’’ in which arguments taken
from scripture and tradition were listed in order to ‘‘prove’’ that scripture was
inspired. This method did not involve (the textbooks argued) logical fallacy
because, at this point, the Bible was used only as a historical source without any
supposition of its inspired character. However, using the Bible as a historical
source to prove that it was believed to be inspired was a confusing procedure. At
best it illustrated that different passages in the biblical books referred to other
passages of the same collection of books as inspired and that both Judaism and
Christianity accepted a general concept of ‘‘the scriptures’’—the precise con-
tent of which remained unclear until the completion of the canon by the
Church’s magisterium.
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Dei verbum used a different approach, one that began, like many other
documents of Vatican II, with the self-understanding of the Church. From its
beginnings, the Church as a ‘‘community of salvation’’ understood itself to be
in possession of ‘‘the scriptures,’’ due to its belief that Christ’s life, message,
death, and resurrection had taken place ‘‘according to the scriptures’’ (cf. 1 Cor
15:3–4). The authentic Pauline texts provide the earliest witness to this spe-
cifically Christian development: ‘‘Whatever was written previously was written
for our instruction, so that by endurance and by the encouragement of the
scriptures we might have hope’’ (Rom 15:4). This awareness was linked with
the apostolic tradition, itself conceived as a received teaching ‘‘about what was
there from the beginning (a\p\ a\rwZ~ B a\p\)’’ (cf. 1 Jn 1:1) and transmitted by those
who were original eyewitnesses: again ‘‘a\rwZ~ B’’ (Lk 1:1).17 This understanding
of ‘‘the scriptures’’ implies faith in their inspiration. However, this faith is,
with regard to both context and content, quite different from what one can
glean from scattered and casual remarks about various biblical passages that
assert or allude to the existence of inspiration.18

In the textbooks that preceded Dei verbum the relationship of tradition and
scripture, as well as their connection to the magisterium remained unclarified.
In the system that the preconciliar textbooks projected, the only sufficient and
truly efficient criterion of truth was the magisterium. For it was not clear
whether either scripture or tradition was definable without recourse to deci-
sions by the magisterium. In the vision that Dei verbum proposes, a clear effort
is made to tip the balance in favor of the ‘‘apostolic Church.’’ The apostolic
Church is seen as a historically closed and unchangeable reality, enshrined in
the twenty-seven books of the New Testament as a divinely created literary
depository of revealed truth but extended into time through the ministry of the
Church, which continues dispensing the salvific treasures of Christ’s teach-
ings, his sacrificial death, and everlasting risen life. In this vision, revelation is
conceived as a broad, multidimensional reality, and scripture constitutes only
one component of this reality. Scripture is the written documentation of sal-
vation history, which in the ongoing ministry of the Church coexists with the
flow of tradition and the ecclesial expansion of Christ’s presence on earth.

After the first two chapters with a basically patristic orientation, chapter 3
of Dei verbum delineates a theology of inspiration that becomes increasingly
entangled in a set of modern concerns that lie outside the patristic perspective.
This is the reason we need to examine this chapter next before we turn to two
sets of statements about the two testaments (chapters 4 and 5). These chapters
constitute a skillful summary of traditional doctrine, yet appear to be incom-
plete and unfinished.

Inspiration and Interpretation

The Concept of Inspiration in Chapter 3

While chapters 1 and 2 of Dei verbum masterfully succeeded in replacing the
opening chapter of the textbooks on ‘‘the existence and essence (or nature)’’ of
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revelation, chapter 3 treats the issues of the manuals under the heading ‘‘De
extensione inspirationis’’—and repeats them for the most part. These prob-
lems had been left unresolved by Vatican I and were revisited by the encyclicals
that followed (Providentissimus Deus, Spiritus paraclitus, and Divino afflante).
Various theologians attempted to limit the extent of inspiration to certain parts
of the Bible by carving out texts and/or topics that would not have been au-
thored by God and thus would not be covered by inerrancy. These included
Cardinal Newman’s famous proposal to eliminate the inspiration of the ‘‘obiter
dicta’’—statements unessential to the purpose of the biblical authors because
of their lack of religious relevance. Yet the magisterium insisted that the bib-
lical text was covered by inspiration in its entirety and thus was fully endowed
with inerrancy.

Chapter 3 begins with an insistence on the true authorship of the human
writers who produced the biblical texts. That they were veri auctores excludes
any mechanistically conceived authorship in which the human author would
have no freedom of decision, authorial purpose, or goal but would be just a
blind instrument that follows the Divine Author. The human authors’ con-
scious and free participation in the process of inspiration had already been
highly emphasized in Divino afflante, which advised caution in the interpre-
tation of many patristic and medieval images that compared the human au-
thors to inanimate instruments (pen, flute, pipe). At the publication of Divino
afflante, Augustinus Bea (who was probably the ghostwriter of the encyclical)
published the view that the phrase ‘‘Deus auctor scripturae’’ constitutes the
most important formula for inspiration.19 A decade thereafter, Rahner raised
serious objections to the indiscriminate use of this metaphor and argued that
God cannot be called a ‘‘Verfasser’’ (literary author) but only the ‘‘Urheber’’
(originator) of a book, while admitting that the Latin term ‘‘auctor’’ is ambig-
uous. Rahner’s proposal was received positively by many (German) theolo-
gians, yet Dei verbum did not follow up on his remarks about ‘‘divine author-
ship.’’ Therewas good reason for that: Rahner never examinedwhether tradition
had called God ‘‘auctor scripturae’’ in a literary sense.20 Even now, forty years
after Dei verbum, it is not quite clear to what extent and in what sense tradition
speaks of ‘‘Deus auctor scripturae.’’21

Ironically, the authors of the first schema on revelation and the new sub-
committee that replaced them easily agreed on the concept of a ‘‘double au-
thorship,’’ human anddivine, for theBible.Onemay ask, however,why the term
‘‘veri auctores’’ for the human authors went unmatched by a reference to God
as verus auctor. It seems that insistence on the hagiographers as true authors
was so much the focus of attention that God’s role as ‘‘auctor scripturae’’ was
never questioned.

In a book published too late to influence the council,22 Luis Alonso
Schökel showed that in patristic texts God is said to be ‘‘the author of Scrip-
ture’’ much less abundantly and unanimously than modern authors had as-
sumed.23 Do we know with more precision what the medieval theologians
thought about it? Saint Thomas Aquinas provides a rather stable usage when
he speaks about God as the ‘‘auctor principalis’’ and the hagiographer as the
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‘‘auctor instrumentalis’’ of scripture.24 One cannot, however, identify this
Thomistic usage as speaking of a double literary authorship. What Saint
Thomas had in mind is probably the very same distinction between Verfasser
(auctor instrumentalis) and Urheber (auctor principalis), for which Rahner ar-
gued.25 It seems that this usage of the term ‘‘auctor’’ applied analogously to
God, and the hagiographer has given rise to the concept of a ‘‘double author-
ship.’’ In this sense did the council of Trent call God the ‘‘auctor’’ of scriptures:
‘‘Omnes libros tamen Veteris quam Novi Testamenti, cum utriusque unus
Deus sit auctor . . . pari pietatis affectu ac reverentia [concilium] suscipit et
venerator’’ (from the year 1546; D 83).26

The texts of the councils of Florence and Trent emphasize the one divine
author of the two testaments. At Vatican II this emphasis shifts. Originally,
insistence on both testaments came from a very ancient, anti-Gnostic, and
specifically anti-Marcionite tradition, formulated for the first time by Irenaeus
and Tertullian.27 Tertullian uses the word ‘‘auctoritas’’ and leaves no doubt that
the issue is not ‘‘literary authorship’’ but the one and same divine authority by
which both testaments are endowed. However, ‘‘auctoritas’’ in Tertullian cor-
responds to the same ‘‘origin’’ in Irenaeus, and thus the councils of Florence
and Trent probably spoke of both an equal authority and an identical author-
ship or source for both testaments. Yet none of these statements affirm that
God, to equip his salvation plan with written records, took up the métier (trade)
of a writer and ‘‘wrote a letter to Philemon,’’ compiled wise sayings (Proverbs),
or became a poet of love songs (Song of Songs) or a humorist (Jonah).28

Then in a peculiarly convoluted sentence (the third sentence of no. 11), the
conciliar text combines this double authorship (human and divine) of sacred
scripture. The commission’s intention was to show the two authors undi-
minished in their respective roles and nature and thus joining forces to pro-
duce (that is, to author) a common product. There was no way of avoiding a
tension between the notion of ‘‘true authors,’’ who are in full possession of
their talents yet were being ‘‘employed’’ (one could even say ‘‘used’’), so that,
while writing as free agents, they would write exactly that—no more or less—
which the Divine Author wanted them to put down in writing.

This scheme encountered, to some extent, Karl Rahner’s concerns: The
Divine Author is not said to ‘‘commit to writing’’ anything and is never said to
be a ‘‘literary author.’’ He makes the human writers produce exactly what He
intends them to write. Only the hagiographer is a ‘‘literary author,’’ or ‘‘Ver-
fasser,’’ yet the Divine Author is specifically responsible for everything the text
says or, more correctly, for the whole of the resulting text. The problem created
by this model should not be underestimated: The human being whom God
employs is fully and specifically predetermined to do what God wants the
person to do. Can we still say that the human writer is making fully free
decisions? Yes, we can as long as we understand that the transcendental divine
cause does not reduce or restrict human freedom but rather constitutes and
neither diminishes it nor becomes diminished by it.29 While the language of
the document fully incorporates the use of ‘‘author’’ and ‘‘authorship’’ for both
God and human beings, the text carefully avoids stating that God is a literary
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author and refuses to employ the Thomistic categories of ‘‘causa principalis’’
and ‘‘causa instrumentalis.’’

In spite of its nuanced restraint, this first paragraph of article 11 of Dei
verbum failed to make a major impact on post–Vatican II Catholic biblical
scholarship. It was perceived as a statement locked in a traditional frame-
work, irredeemably out of touch with contemporary scholarship’s projections
about the origins of the biblical books. In fact, the threefold scheme ‘‘God—
hagiographer—inspired text’’ may well be applicable to the origins of certain
texts, like the (authentic) Pauline letters. But for books like the Gospels or the
Pentateuch this scheme appears to be too simplistic. The (transcendental)
Divine Author coordinates a flow of events in which the text is shaped, trans-
formed, and undergoes redactional changes and corrections in successive
mental, oral, and written phases, all of which are accomplished with the par-
ticipation of various human beings who may not even know each other but
influence each other’s work. Who are the veri auctores, the ‘‘true (literary) au-
thors’’? Here a serious gap appears, separating Dei verbum’s concept of in-
spiration from the modern scholar’s conception of the birth of biblical texts.
However, the ultimate problem may stem from the fact that the modern
concept of a literary author is too closely linked with the way modern literary
works are produced, while the traditional doctrine was formulated in a cultural
milieu that had the liberty of speaking of Moses, David, or Solomon in the Old
Testament and the four evangelists or Peter, Paul, and John in the New Tes-
tament, as hagiographers or sacred writers in some sense but always in a
different, analogous sense. For ancient tradition, the concept of the hagiog-
rapher was never sufficiently concretized; thus the door remained open to broad
factual divergences.

In Dei verbum the term ‘‘hagiographer’’ is used sparingly, and the docu-
ment prefers to speak of ‘‘authors’’ rather than ‘‘writers’’ in order to avoid con-
flicts with the meaning of literary authorship as used in modern biblical
scholarship. All of this caution, however, had little impact on Catholic bibli-
cists, who needed a concept of inspiration applicable to the process in which
they learned to assess the origin of the biblical texts. Critical scholarship kept
on moving to an increasingly anonymous model of the (literary) authors,
merging more and more with the concept of ‘‘redactors’’ and ‘‘compilators,’’
even with the image of so-called traditionalists (the preachers, teachers, and
church leaders of various times), most of whom had no personal intention to
produce lasting documents. Which of these people should we then identify
with ‘‘the chosen persons’’ envisaged in Dei verbum? Which are the men God
selected to put into writing ‘‘those and only those things which God wanted to
be put in writing?’’30 Thus, understandably, the carefully crafted sentences of
Dei verbum had a weak impact on post–Vatican II biblical scholarship.

Dei verbum also failed to address the issue of verbal inspiration.31 One can
only guess that the general trend at the council was to be cautious with the idea
that God determined every iota in the Bible. As a result, however, the tradi-
tional formulas about verbal inspiration faded in an aura of respectable re-
tirement. At the end, most readers of the documents of Vatican II were likely to
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retain little more from the council’s doctrine of inspiration than the notion
that, after Vatican II, Catholics stopped thinking that the characteristics of the
biblical text were divinely authored and failed to notice that the double au-
thorship influenced not only the meaning of the scriptural text but also sacred
scripture itself.

The Treatment of Inerrancy in Dei Verbum

The topic of inerrancy made history at Vatican II. Since the First Vatican
Council it had sat like a time bomb waiting to explode; when it did, it probably
created more noise than damage. The manuals treated ‘‘inerrancy’’ as the chief
and most important effect of inspiration, a misperception caused by the many
rationalist efforts in trying to find erroneous statements in the Bible. In
Christian apologetics, the concept of ‘‘inerrancy’’ became an exercise in blind
denial by excluding any formal error from the canonical text. The ‘‘progressive
wing,’’ which during the first session of the council soon emerged as a mighty
force, soon set out to terminate this anxious clinging to the concept of iner-
rancy and replace it with a more relaxed view, one that allowed readers to
question the historical, geographic, and scientific accuracy of the Bible. Was it,
after all, essential for the Bible to be absolutely free of human error? It may
even be appropriate for the human authors as veri auctores to show their lim-
itations and be fallible in matters that would not compromise the transmission
of divine truth into human concepts and language. The theologians who re-
wrote the first draft of Dei verbum soon eliminated the term ‘‘inerrancy’’ and
replaced it with ‘‘truth,’’ claiming to introduce a ‘‘positive’’ approach to the
topic, an approach more consistent with the theology of revelation presented in
chapters 1 and 2. This, of course, achieved little.

The question was inevitable:What kind of truth is meant? At this point the
shadows of the past returned. The debates of Vatican I, the positions taken by
Leo XIII in his Providentissimus Deus, and the rejected formulas of theologians
such as Franzelin and Cardinal Newman were recalled as earlier attempts to
materially limit the extent of inspiration to certain topics or assertions of the
biblical text. Finally it happened: Franz Cardinal König of Vienna—a cardinal
facing an ecumenical council—asserted publicly that the Bible contains errors.
In retrospect, this intervention appears as a relatively minor event and barely a
scandal. By now, Cardinal König’s authority as an expert in Oriental studies
has considerably faded, and his samples of ‘‘biblical errors,’’ which had been
known for a long time, were at best inconclusive. The veneer of his tactfully
elegant Latin phrase (a veritate deficere) has also worn off. All that is remem-
bered is that he admitted that ‘‘The Bible contains errors.’’

At the time, of course, the procedures went off track, and John XXIII
stalled the document by taking it off the agenda. Ultimately, the topic was
given a new chance. At the last session of the council, as a new debate took
shape, the question of inerrancy resurfaced. This time, a new schema specified
the truth that the Bible teaches unfailingly as ‘‘veritates salutares,’’ or ‘‘truths
which belong to (that is, which promote or effect) salvation.’’ A significant
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minority reacted adversely, thinking that the formula was ambiguous. The
objections raised in the first session reappeared: The new draft text limits
inerrancy (and thus inspiration) to religious and moral statements. This time,
however, the progressives were in sure majority, and the committee to which
the issue returned stuck to its guns. It hoped that ‘‘veritates salutares’’ would
eventually pass into the final text. It was, again, the papacy that saved the
council from itself. Paul VI, admitting his own ‘‘perplessità’’ on the issue,
ordered further study and reflection and asked for a new formulation.

The result was a phrase that won almost unanimous approval: ‘‘veritatem
quam Deus nostrae salutis causa litteris consignari voluit,’’ meaning: ‘‘truth
that, for the sake of our salvation, God wanted to be put [namely, by the biblical
authors32] in writing.’’ This saved the document from ambiguity and possibly
error as well. It has ultimately provided, however, no significant insights or
true advancement for the issue under debate. On the one hand, the concept of
‘‘truth’’ in the document still remains undifferentiated and unspecified.
Moreover, since the phrase ‘‘sine errore’’ was eventually reinserted into the
text, ‘‘inerrancy’’ in its traditional sense also returned. Therefore, those who
refused to accept Cardinal König’s contention that the biblical texts are
sometimes ‘‘deficient in truth’’ had every reason to agree with the amended
text.33 On the other hand (and this is no small matter for the postconciliar era),
in some ambiguous translations and interpretations, Dei verbum misleadingly
appears to teach that inerrancy covers only those statements that regard our
salvation. One may say that this misinterpretation caught on early in the re-
ception of the council and is being propagated even by recognized and first-rate
scholars.34

Despite more than a century of bickering over the Bible’s antiquated no-
tions about the physical world and events of history as errors, the experts of the
council did not manage to reformulate the issue of inerrancy. For the Church
fathers and their medieval followers, the truth of the Bible was its Christo-
logical content, that is, a revealed truth offered to the reader, who was to
embrace it with faith. In their precritical approach to history and science, they
easily embraced a biblical view of reality. The first two chapters of Dei verbum
improved this view by regarding biblical history as an ‘‘economy of salvation.’’
Yet a number of issues remained obscure. To see how the Christological truth
of the Bible extends itself to each and every part of its text (as the chief result of
inspiration) would have demanded a new hermeneutics, for which the theo-
logians of Vatican II were not yet prepared. The way in which this kind of
revealed truth, the truth of the Bible, relates to the notion of scientific and
historical truth that we pursue by modern scholarly research was not suc-
cessfully explained. In this respect, the conciliar document constitutes no
breakthrough. At best, it manages to diffuse some of the rationalistic chal-
lenges about ‘‘veritates profanae’’ by proposing a new point of view, maybe even
a new method, for us to apply when probing the truthfulness of the Bible’s
propositional statements. Dei verbum might have indicated some paths by
which the rationalist approach to the ‘‘truth of the Bible’’ may be transcended.
It failed, however, to squarely confront the problem (implied in the ‘‘double
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authorship’’ of holy scripture) as it is rooted in the very structure of the
economy of salvation: God chose to descend into the realm of human imper-
fection, where the light of truth is sparse and must exist in the penumbra of
partial knowledge mixed with partial ignorance.

Inspiration and Incarnation

The patristic outline of salvation history puts into its center the incarnation of
the Son as the peak of God’s self-disclosure, which essentially achieves the
divine plan and creates the highest and most intimate union between God and
man. All previous anticipations (like the institutions and texts of the Old
Testament) and later extensions (like the sacraments and the apostolic writings
of the New Testament) draw their meaning and validity from this central event
of ‘‘God becoming flesh.’’ It is not quite clear when and with what clarity the
ancient church saw an analogy between ‘‘God made man’’ (the incarnation)
and ‘‘the Divine Logos becoming human word’’ by means of biblical inspira-
tion. Is it in the ‘‘inspired author’’ (and the reader) or in the ‘‘inspired text’’ that
human and divine elements are linked? And in what sense is this linkage
analogous to the hypostatic union, so that we may speak of biblical Monoph-
ysites and Nestorians?35 It seems that the Church fathers applied the analogy
mostly to the inspired text,36 pointing out its quasi-sacramental qualities.37

Due to a broader prescholastic use of the word ‘‘sacramentum,’’ we find explicit
texts all the way up to the twelfth century, in which the biblical written word is
said to be ‘‘a sacrament.’’38 However, on the level of the inspired author,
parallelism between the grace of incarnation and the charism of inspiration
can be established only with more difficulty. Even if Dei verbum makes use of
the patristic idea of divine ‘‘condescension’’ (synkatabasis),39 it is unclear how
this analogy operates. Does this parallelism illustrate God’s humility to assume
the appearance of human words or rather the permanent union between
Himself and the physical world? In either case, does this truly mean proper
analogy with the hypostatic union (the Word becoming flesh), or is it just a
metaphor externally related to the Word made flesh who dwelt among us?40

Rahner’s use of the term ‘‘Schriftwerdung’’ might throw light on the
difficulties that arise from a direct comparison between inspiration and in-
carnation. For a correct understanding of the statement ‘‘the Word became
flesh’’ (Jn 1:14), one needs to make clear that ‘‘the Logos’’ had meant the Son,
the second divine person, and ‘‘flesh’’ meant Jesus’ individual human nature
and, thus, that the ‘‘Menschwerdung’’ took place on the personal level. But
Schriftwerdung does not mean uniting the divine and the human authors in a
similar process. Rather, it means that divine revelation becomes perceptible as
a humanmessage proclaimed, and at the end of the process it becomes written
word, fixed and preserved with stable and unchangeable canonicity. Further
reflection leads us to discover that the process of Schriftwerdung is not so
much a parallel to Menschwerdung as it is the continuation and extension of
the latter into the former. Schriftwerdung is not a parallel or an alternative
mode for the Logos to plunge into the human realm (as if by an additional
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‘‘katabasis’’) but a mode of transmitting Christ, the one and only incarnate
Word, by means of spoken and written words. While in Menschwerdung the
immutable God enters history in a flux of events that peak with a human being’s
individual life, in Schriftwerdung something of an opposite movement takes
place: This flow of history becomes crystallized, solidified, and codified in a
fixed text and canon. The latter event resembles the resurrection of Jesus more
than his conception and birth. Schriftwerdung belongs to the objective side of
inspiration, which modern treatises of biblical inspiration, those that focus
only on the use of Saint Thomas’s treatment of prophecy in the Summa, tend to
lose sight of.

The Theology of the Old Testament

Some irony exists in the fact that chapter 4 of Dei verbum, a surprisingly short
summary of the Christian outlook on the Jewish scriptures, was accepted and
integrated into the document without major controversies or crises. The con-
tent of the chapter reflects, once again, a largely patristic point of view, which
modern biblical scholarship, both inside and outside Catholic circles, has not
been able to fully integrate into contemporary exegesis. In fact, while the
preconciliar patristic ressourcement proclaimed the ‘‘unity of the two Testa-
ments’’ as central, Old Testament scholars were much less enthusiastic to join
ranks with a ‘‘Christian reading’’ of the Bible.41

Moreover, chapter 4 of the document is based almost entirely on the most
ancient layers of Christian tradition about the Bible, which, due to the rise of
critical scholarship, lost much ground and was eventually ignored by modern
exegetes. Its medieval reception was resurrected in the monumental volumes
of Henri de Lubac’s Exégèse médiévale starting in 1959, just about the beginning
of the council, but they never gained much attention in the postconciliar
Catholic renewal. The English translation of these volumes had to wait for
more than thirty years.

Dei verbum’s approach to the Old Testament is best rendered in the first
sentence of article 15: ‘‘The salvation plan of the Old Testament has been
ordered for the main purpose of preparing the coming of Christ, the Redeemer
of all and of the messianic kingdom, to announce prophetically this coming
(see Lk 24:44; Jn 5:39; 1 Pet 1:10) and to set up for it signs through various types
(see 1 Cor 10:12).’’ This approach results in an almost exclusively Christian
view of the Old Testament books. The text continues: ‘‘The books of the Old
Testament, in accordance with mankind’s condition before the time of salva-
tion inaugurated by Christ, make manifest to all the knowledge of God and of
man, as well as the way in which God, being both just and merciful, deals with
the human being’’ (DV 15).

It is remarkable how this document, when we view the Old Testament as
books, focuses exclusively on its universal and ongoing relevance. The text
offers no word about the role of Jewish exegesis or the meaning of these texts
for their original or contemporary addressees. Equally astonishing is the fact
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that the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s document of 2002, titled About the
Jewish People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible, signified a full
return of the pendulum to its opposite extreme by showing only minimal es-
teem for mainstream patristic exegesis and settling for a double track of mean-
ing, one Jewish and one Christian, for the Old Testament, the latter being set up
side by side with a Jewish reading of scripture, which can still be carried out
from a perspective ofmere expectation. In the Christian reading, Jesus is ‘‘for us
still the One to come.’’ Nonetheless, whenHe comes, ‘‘He will have the traits of
the Jesus who has already come and is already present and active among us.’’

This effort of combining a positive appreciation of present-day Jewish
exegesis with a Christological fulfillment of the Old Testament is hardly
present in Dei verbum. After explaining the historical role of the scriptures for
the Jewish people of old, the conciliar text grounds the ‘‘permanent value’’
(perennem valorem) of the Old Testament texts in a Christological perspective.
Originally they prophetically anticipated the economy of salvation, but then
this history came to its term and end, yet exhibited no resources for justifying a
Jewish reading of the Bible. Moving in the opposite direction, the Biblical
Commission’s document states that such a ‘‘Jewish reading of the Hebrew
Bible is both possible and necessary.’’ Such a reading stands ‘‘in continuity
with the Jewish Sacred Scriptures from the Second Temple period, a reading
analogous to the Christian reading which developed in a parallel fashion.’’
While I cannot fully discuss the Biblical Commission’s document here, I must
point out the basic features of its divergence from Dei verbum in this study:

1. The Biblical Commission made no attempt to integrate its new approach
to the Jewish interpretation of scripture into the Catholic and especially pa-
tristic exegetical tradition. It is perplexing how new paths for dealing with
Jewish exegesis may be opened without first studying patristic and medieval
tradition on the rather complex issue of the ‘‘Judaica interpretatio.’’

2. The Biblical Commission’s document might not have meant to say that
both Jewish and Christian exegetical traditions are equally legitimate or should
be embraced on equal footing. Actually, by referring to two different ‘‘faiths’’ (and
stating in the same paragraph that the rabbinical traditions exclude faith in
Jesus), its puzzling statements about ‘‘two irreducible’’ readings of the Old Tes-
tament may lead us to understand that by ‘‘readings’’ the document deals with
nothing more than the literal sense, without engaging the reader’s faith. The an-
cient sense of ‘‘littera,’’ however, cannot be identified with either the modern li-
teral sense or ‘‘the historical and critical meaning’’ that modern exegesis aims at.

3. The possibility remains that the Biblical Commission pursued a more
pragmatic than theological goal. In that case, one must point out, also prag-
matically, that Jewish-Christian cooperation in achieving a literal reading of the
Bible spans a tradition of two thousand years. Its future cannot be meaning-
fully discussed without awareness of such a long-standing history and without
exploration of the common elements of Jewish and Christian faiths, which, in
the past and on both sides, transcended the positivistic historico-critical
method of modern exegesis.
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The last paragraph of chapter 4 (no. 16) is surprisingly and regrettably
short. Using well-known and old formulas, it states the relationship of the two
Testaments: The New Testament is hidden (latet) in the Old, while the Old
shows its meaning (patet) in the New. Accordingly, the text continues, the
proclamation of the Gospel recapitulates and resumes the texts of the Old
Testament so that they both acquire a new meaning and obtain their own full
meaning. In doing so, the two Testaments enlighten and explain each other.

In spite of its simple grammar, the meaning of this paragraph is complex
and convoluted. It also leaves a number of questions unresolved. In particular,
it lacks clarity about the sense in which the New Testament texts achieve the
‘‘fulfillment’’ of the Old. How do texts obtain a full meaning (completam sig-
nificationem) in other texts so that this full meaning is indeed their own and is
therefore neither added nor superimposed? Forty years later the Biblical
Commission appeared rather perplexed about this ‘‘fulfillment’’ and stated that
it is ‘‘an extremely complex notion’’ (no. 21, p. 48). Then, in a lengthy devel-
opment, it took issue with various failed schemes, all termed ‘‘fundamentalist’’
and thus unacceptable.

At this point we realize why Dei verbum is incomplete: It should have
provided more specific guidelines about the relationship of the two testaments,
probably by appealing generally to Christology and specifically to the theand-
rical nature of the acts of Christ. As acts performed by the Incarnate Son of
God, they transcend the limitations of history and equally impact past and
future. Having as their subject the divine Logos, they become retroactively and
anticipatorily effective; this fact can validate their anticipatory and retrospective
reading in the framework of a universal salvation economy.

The Treatment of the New Testament

The fifth chapter of Dei verbum is again short and profoundly steeped in pa-
tristic thought. It begins by extolling the superiority of the New Testament as
that part of the Bible that presents God’s word and salvific power in a pre-
eminent way (praecellenti modo). The text does not hesitate to assert that Christ
alone has ‘‘words of life eternal’’ (cf. Jn 6:68), as he came at the ‘‘fullness of
time’’ (Gal 4:4), and the mystery he revealed may not be approached in any
other way (cf. Eph 4:4–6).

Moreover, among the writings of the New Testament the four canonical
Gospels are preeminent, for they give first-rate witness to the life and teaching
of the Word incarnate. The scriptures are put on three different levels of
dignity and importance, based on their closeness to Christ. On the highest level
we find the four Gospels, then the rest of the apostolic writings, and finally the
books of the Old Testament in two subcategories: law and prophets. This
grouping of the Bible as a graduated collection of books is explicitly present in the
patristic heritage. In his Commentary on John, Origen asks in what sense all
scripture may be called ‘‘Gospel’’ and ends up with a similar hierarchy of
biblical books. By this system, Origen subsumes all scripture under the one
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term ‘‘Gospel,’’ meaning the proclamation of Christ in the humility of his
Incarnation and in his glorious risen life.

The conciliar document also asserts the ‘‘apostolic origin of the four
Gospels’’ (DV 18). The statement is nonambiguous: ‘‘The Church always held
and everywhere holds’’ (semper tenuit et ubique tenet) this conviction, and it
leaves little doubt that the council meant to affirm the apostolic origin of the
Gospels as a tenet of faith taught by the consensus of all of the Church fathers
and the magisterium.

The rest of article 18 further explains this statement. It uses the term
‘‘apostolici viri,’’ which Tertullian used to express that the apostolic authorship of
the Gospels does not necessarily imply literary authorship by one of the Twelve.
The term, however, does mean that each Gospel takes its origin from apostolic
preaching and is correctly attributed to either a specific apostle (Matthew or
John) or one of the collaborators of the apostles (Mark and Luke). This is also the
sense in which Saint Irenaeus understood the canonical gospels.42

In spite of Dei verbum’s statement to the contrary, the majority of leading
Catholic biblical scholars in the postconciliar period began to call the canonical
Gospels anonymous works. It became customary to regard the so-called su-
perscriptions in the ancient manuscripts (‘‘Gospel according to N.’’) as later
additions without historical foundation. Martin Hengel’s studies on the
‘‘Überschriften’’ of the gospels are still not known well enough in Catholic
literature,43 while the popularity of Raymond Brown’s writings discouraged
contrary opinions.44 All of this happened because of the postconciliar shifts in
Catholic scholarly positions on the authorship of the four Gospels, which the
following points summarize:

1. The credibility of Papias’s witness has decreased because of a curious
alliance between modern critical scholarship and Eusebius’s antimillenarist
bias, which led Eusebius to make derogatory comments about Papias. Eu-
sebius himself, however, never doubted Mark’s ties to Peter’s preaching or the
fourth Gospel’s Johannine origin. He criticized Papias only with regard to the
attribution of the Book of Revelation to the apostle John, claiming that he was
uninformed and had poor judgment. Similarly, by suggesting that perhaps all
second-century sources on the Gospels (Justin, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexan-
dria, Tertullian, and others45) depended on Papias, modern critics questioned
all of the patristic evidence about the apostolic origin of the gospels.46

2. By adopting the two-source hypothesis and assuming that Matthew’s
Gospel depended on Mark, scholars judged it improbable that Matthew,
an eyewitness, could have written a Gospel that relied onMark, who was not an
eyewitness. In addition, the early tradition (represented also by Papias) about
an original Aramaic form of the Gospel of Matthew was ruled out by linguistic
arguments that showed that the Greek text was not a translation from a Se-
mitic original.

3. The identification of Luke’s Gospel with ‘‘that of the Apostle Paul’’ was
declared critically pointless since Paul knew very little about the historical
Jesus. Furthermore, the Church fathers’ tendency to identify Luke’s work with
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Paul’s eu\agge�lion mou~ was thought to be based on an anachronistic under-
standing of the word eu\agge�lion for in the first century eu\agge�lion meant an
oral message of salvation, and only in the second century did it begin to
connote a literary composition. The Pauline link in Luke’s Gospel was also
discredited by showing that the image of Paul in Acts was historically inac-
curate, and thus neither Acts nor Luke’s Gospel could be attributed to an
author who knew Paul. After that there was no reason left for considering
Luke’s Gospel as apostolic.

4. The ‘‘Quaestio Johannaea’’—the debate on the authorship of the Fourth
Gospel—has been solved, or rather dissolved, by identifying ‘‘the beloved
disciple’’ with an anonymous figure of the early Church and the ‘‘John’’ of the
Johannine writings with one or several early church figures, presbyters, and/or
prophets but certainly not the son of Zebedee. On this point a claim was
introduced that John the Apostle suffered early martyrdom. Using old litur-
gical calendars and the assumption that Jesus’ prediction of the martyrdom of
the sons of Zebedee must have been based in the synoptic tradition as a
vaticinium ex eventu, scholars began to assume that the early church preferred
to suppress the tradition about John’s martyrdom rather than accept a non-
apostolic authorship for the fourth Gospel.

These four points permeate the present state of research as a whole. They
summarize a definite tendency in Catholic biblical scholarship that runs
contrary to Dei verbum. The document abstained from discussing the shades of
meaning for the concept of literary authorship in antiquity and intended to
keep an open mind about the role of further redactors and editors. Un-
fortunately, in the postconciliar climate, the open-ended approach of the
document was misinterpreted as a signal that the doctrinal guidelines of the
past have lost their validity; thus, denial of the apostolic origin of the canonical
gospels apparently became opinio communis in Catholic publications.47

An even more damaging conflict between Dei verbum and its Catholic
reception concerns the historicity of the canonical Gospels, which the docu-
ment addresses in article 19. This text is largely based on the introductory
verses of the Lukan double work, Luke 1:1–4 and Acts 1:1–4. Without making
explicit statements about the literary genre of a gospel, it focuses on the process
by which the apostolic preaching about Jesus was shaped and solidified into
stable forms of a mostly oral tradition and was eventually channeled into four
literary works that later became the canonical Gospels. The document em-
phasizes that this tradition pays equal attention to ‘‘deeds and words’’ ( fecit et
docuit, fecerat et docuerat). This view has been widely contradicted by scholars
who use the Gospel of Thomas as a ‘‘fifth gospel’’ and overlook the fact that this
writing does not contain narratives and lacks interest in Jesus’ ‘‘deeds,’’ in-
cluding his passion and resurrection. Rejecting the Gnostic trend, Dei verbum
cannot recognize the apocryphal gospels as gospels, either in the form of
revelatory discourses or dialogues between Jesus and his disciples; yet with a
fairly tolerant attitude, it did not exclude the possibility that, at the composition
of the canonical Gospels, collections of sayings (the so-called Testimonia) had
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been preserved either in the oral or written form and eventually influenced the
composition of the canonical Gospels.

Dei verbum insists that if and when the authors of the canonical Gospels
participated in the process that leads from oral to written forms of tradition, they
selected only a portion of the available material, which they then recorded in
writing (auctores conscripserunt quaedam . . . seligentes). The document recognizes
the possibility that the original Gospel writers used a mixture of oral and written
sources (e multis aut ore aut iam scripto traditis), yet it clearly asserts that the
composition of the Gospels relies merely on the memories of eyewitnesses and
also on a fuller understanding (pleniore intelligentia) provided by the disciples’
postresurrection encounters with Jesus and enlightenment by the ‘‘Spirit of
truth’’ (eventibus gloriosis Christi instructi et lumine Spiritus veritatis edocti).

Indeed, Dei verbum collects a number of insights formed by recent schol-
arship about the process of redactional activities that accompanied the forma-
tion of the Gospels. The model that Dei verbum presents includes compositional
changes of the material either for the sake of topical or doctrinal synthesis (quae-
dam in synthesim redigentes) or accommodation to the needs of the local com-
munities (vel statui ecclesiarum attendendo explanantes) or even for retaining an
exhortative focus of preaching and teaching ( formam denique praeconii retinentes).

One can confidently state that the document provides a balanced meth-
odology by which the transmission of the Jesus tradition appears as a possibly
complex and protracted process that allows a number of alternative hypo-
thetical scenarios and prescribes no particular source theory. It certainly does
not impose a specific synoptic source theory; it does not even mention Mat-
thean or Marcan priority. It avoids references to both ancient and recent the-
ories about the chronological order of the Gospels. But, equally important, Dei
verbum does not speak about the evangelists’ ‘‘creative’’ expansion of tradition,
the ‘‘retrojection’’ of postresurrection prophetic utterances into the activities of
the earthly Jesus, or the formation of Dominical sayings from christologically
rewritten Old Testament material and apocryphal texts. No mention is made of
a possible accretion to the Jesus tradition from creative prophecy and exegesis
for the sake of solving doctrinal or moral problems for the early church. Yet it
allows much room for the activities of the Paraclete teaching the apostolic
communities the ‘‘fullness of truth’’ (cf. Jn 16:13), without allowing the in-
sertion of fictional narratives or the invention or exaggeration of miraculous
happenings and gratuitous biographical details. While abstaining from draw-
ing a concrete division between authentic and apocryphal (oral) tradition, the
document consistently embraces the whole canonical Jesus tradition as his-
torical and normative and refuses to allow the revision of the Church’s un-
derstanding of Jesus through extracanonical sources.

Concluding Remarks

A present-day review of the theological content of Dei verbum leads us back to a
list of satisfactory gains and accomplishments, as well as to a set of desiderata,
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that is, goals to be reached by further study and renewed emphasis on intro-
ductory disciplines for the study of the Bible:

1. By its most significant impact on the theological thinking of the Church,
Dei verbum has restored the outlook of patristic and medieval tradition by
demanding that scriptural inspiration be handled in the context of revelation
and that revelation be looked at in the context of a salvation economy. This ap-
proach opened up for modern times a wealth of traditional theological think-
ing: texts of patristic exegesis, preaching, catechesis, liturgical texts and rites,
as well as the whole world of ancient spirituality, including monastic theology.

2. The discrepancies that divide modern historical consciousness from the
biblical outline of history became more apparent, requiring a new approach.
We face more acutely than ever before the need to reconcile the current history
of religions, the philosophy of religion, the theology of culture and history, or
simply the theology of ‘‘man’’ and of ‘‘time’’ with those precritical assumptions
in which Christian theology has been embedded throughout its development.

3. Recent decades have seen renewed efforts at a modern attempt of re-
turning to the unity of the Bible as a framework of interpretation. Often called
‘‘canonical interpretation’’ or ‘‘canonical criticism,’’ this new approach is
connected most importantly with Brevard Childs and his vision of biblical
interpretation. The theology of Dei verbum has much to learn from and much
to offer this trend. Both the views expressed inDei verbum and the foundational
ideal of canonical interpretation are honestly committed to the use of historical
criticism and the reading of the Bible in the framework of Christian faith, but
they also steer clear of the agnostic or skeptical presuppositions of the En-
lightenment. At the same time, canonical interpretation has not yet confronted
the fullness of the patristic heritage in terms of the Rule of Faith, the context of
sacred tradition, and the magisterium.

4. Dei verbum initiated a new synthesis of biblical inspiration, but the
postconciliar years were unable to follow up on these initiatives in any sig-
nificant way. Our understanding of the patristic tradition of inspiration is still
fragmentary and obscure. We cannot tell with clarity what the Church’s tra-
dition really taught about the divine authorship of the biblical books, how the
divine and human sides of biblical authorship are related, and how the human
intermediaries of revelation are to be seen in their multiple functions of ini-
tiating and furthering the written records of divine revelation. In this regard we
may list the following specific needs:

a. We must see how the formation of the Bible transmits the charism of
the prophets and the Apostles as intermediaries of the divine Word to
hagiographers, the biblical authors constituting written records of reve-
lation for the ongoing spiritual nourishment of God’s people.

b. We need to see how the ‘‘subjective inspiration’’ that affects the hagi-
ographers has resulted in biblical texts (sacred or inspired books in the
sense of an ‘‘objective inspiration’’) and, finally, in the Church’s firm
possession of the canon.
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c. Wemust revisit the issue of ‘‘verbal inspiration,’’ which transcends both
precritical naiveté and critical arrogance with a postcritical theological
sobriety that recognizes the importance of the canonical text’s accuracy
and the Church’s ongoing vigilance over the scriptural text.

d. We must explore the ecumenical relevance and potential of the New
Testament canon, one of the few elements of the Christian heritage
that, in the course of church history, has survived most of the storms of
disunity and disintegration.48 It may be of importance to investigate the
causes that made this collection of twenty-seven books resistant to every
force of division so that today all Christian schools of theology are able
to use the same critical text of the New Testament. We should see
whether we can find paths that lead to common avenues of interpre-
tation and theological methodology beyond a common canon and ca-
nonical text.
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extent the word dictare is meant to convey the sense of a modern dictation or only a
wider sense of authorship as in the German verb ‘‘dichten.’’ All of these considerations
add up to the realization that we need many more detailed studies in order to answer
the question, ‘‘What did the Church fathers really say about God as the auctor of the
Scriptures?’’

24. Summa theologiae I, q. 110; Quaestiones Quodlibet 6, 16; 14 ad 5.
25. H. Urs Von Balthasar, Summa theologica: Die deutsche Thomas, Ausgabe, vol. 23

(Vienna: Herder, 1958), 359.
26. This text, which closely repeats the statement of the Decree of the Jacobites

given at the Council of Florence in 1441 (D 706), has also found its way into Dei verbum.
27. I quote only a few examples:

Quoniam autem dictis nostris consonat praedicatio apostolorum et Domini
magisterium et Prophetarum adnuntiatio, et Apostolorum dictatio et Legila-
toris ministratio, unum eundumque Deum Patrem laudantium. (Irenaeus,
Adversus haereses II, 58, 2)

How could the Scriptures have testified of Him (¼ the Logos), unless all are
from the one and same Father? (ibid. IV, 20, 1)

Tam enim apostolus Moyses quam apostoli prophetae, aequanda est auctor-
itas utriusque officii ab uno eodem domino apostolorum et prophetarum.
(Tertullian, Adversus marcionem IV, 24, 8–9)

28. These examples are meant to illustrate Rahner’s statement: ‘‘If God is to be the
literary author of the Scriptures, He is, if we may formulate it in this way, a categorical
and not a transcendental cause’’ (Inspiration in the Bible, 15).

29. Rahner has a few well-formulated sentences about the correct application of
the concept of instrumentality to inspiration: ‘‘It is precisely not a question of the
instrumentality of a secretary in regard to the author, but of a human authorship which
remains completely and absolutely unimpaired, which is permeated, embraced but
not diminished by the divine authorship. Only in this sense is it an instrument of God.
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And it is an instrument in such a way that the instrumentality of the writer, linked with
the divine authorship, does not only tolerate, but also demands the human authorship,
and that there would be no point in divine authorship if man were but a secretary’’
(ibid., 15).

30. Paragraph 11. Dei verbum contains no attempt to further a collective concept of
inspiration, not even in the form in which Karl Rahner presented it in Inspiration in the
Bible.

31. By definition, if a text is produced under the influence of divine inspiration,
then God’s influence on the writer must trickle down all the way to the text and affect
the very words of scriptures. And, in fact, the time and effort spent on critical textual
issues seems to indicate a conviction that every bit of verbal nuance in the biblical texts
matters.

32. This is the meaning of a last-minute change of the active consignare into the
passive consignari.

33. Vorgrimler’s commentary translates it as ‘‘lacking accuracy,’’ but the expres-
sion deficit a veritate is much stronger, for it contains the noun meaning ‘‘truth.’’

34. See, for example, Raymond E. Brown in his most influential The Critical
Meaning of the Bible (New York: Paulist Press, 1981), 18–19. He suggests that the
ambiguity came from a conscious ‘‘ juxtaposition of more conservative older formula-
tions with more open recent formulations.’’ A vicious footnote (18n41) ridicules those
‘‘for whom it is a doctrinal issue that the Church never changes’’ and recalls Galileo,
who, when told that it was a doctrinal issue that the earth does not move, officially
changed his position while whispering sotto voce ‘‘E pur si mouve (Nevertheless, it
moves).’’ This is a sad performance. The legend quoted about Galileo is correctly
‘‘Eppure si muove’’ (so much for the author as a linguist), but the statement is widely
recognized as apocryphal: It never happened (so much for the author as a critical
historian.) The charge that the council was purposely misguiding the faithful may be
best left without any comment.

35. Cf. Alonso Schökel, Inspired Word, 52–53, with bibliography on p. 88.
36. One of the early studies was by J. H. Crehan, ‘‘The Analogy between Dei

Verbum incarnatum and Dei Verbum scriptum in the Fathers,’’ Journal of Theological
Studies 6 (1955): 87–90.

37. Among the first to point out that Origen has initiated this parlance was H. de
Lubac, who greatly influenced most of the Church fathers and the monastic Middle
Ages. Cf. the chapter ‘‘Les incorporations du Logos,’’ in H. de Lubac, Histoire et esprit
(Paris: Aubier, 1953), 336–63.

38. So, for example, Saint Bernard comments on the first verse of the Songs of
Songs as ‘‘sermonis huius profundissimum sacramentum’’ (SCC 1, 4, Leclercq I, 4).

39. The text quotes Saint John Chrysostom, Hom in Gen 3:1, 16, 2 (PG 53, 134).
40. In fact, in Origen and his followers we find texts that compare the letter of the

scriptural word to the Flesh of the Word, but in the sense of a tool of manifestation or
appearance (his vestments), and not nature taken up as his human nature was. See the
following texts: ‘‘Secundum litteram quae tamquam caro verbi est et indumentum divinitatis
eius.’’ Hom in Lev 1:1 (PG 12, 405a–b). By Ambrose: ‘‘Et fortasse vestimenta verbi sunt
sermons scripturarum.’’ Hom in Lc 8:13 (CCL 14, 219); by Bernard: ‘‘Vestimentum profecto
spiritus littera est et caro Verbi.’’ Ad milites Templi VII, 13 (Leclercq III, 226).

41. Cf., for example, the approach proposed by Célestin Charlier, La lecture chré-
tienne de la Bible (Maredsous: Editions de Maredsous, 1950).

42. The short paragraph in Irenaeus (Adv. haer., III, 1) expresses such a clear
logical sequence:
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(1) Matthew preached the gospel and put it in writing in Aramaic—dur-
ing that time Peter and Paul preached in Rome—

(2) After their death (¼ �xodoB) Mark gave written form to Peter’s
preaching, and

(3) Luke, a companion of Paul, wrote another gospel—
(4) Finally John, the Lord’s disciple who rested on his breast, wrote a

gospel in Ephesus of Asia Minor.

43. Studies in the Gospel of Mark (London: SCM Press, 1985).
44. The Critical Meaning of the Bible (New York: Paulist Press 1981), 69–71.
45. The anti-Marcionite prologues and the Muratorian Canon could be included

as well.
46. It is routinely overlooked that Papias quotes another older tradition, and thus the

hypothesis of making Papias the ‘‘creative’’ source of all of this tradition is absurd.
Moreover, Hengel has shown that the superscriptions and Papias’s source (‘‘the pres-
byter’’) must have been contemporaries; hence we have multiple attestations of an older
tradition.

47. See, for example, Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew (Collegeville,
Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1991), 8. However, the pendulum might have begun to move
back in support of the position of Dei verbum, as, for example, in a new German
publication by Hans-Joachim Schulz, The aspostolische Herkunft der Evangelien (Vienna:
Herder, 1995).

48. The canon of the New Testament is essentially a product of the second cen-
tury’s anti-Gnostic battle, in which, among other things, the Apostle’s Creed also ob-
tained its shape. In spite of the controversies that later enveloped Revelation and He-
brews, all Christian Bibles today have the same table of contents, and no proposals of
altering the New Testament canon have received significant support.
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5

Theology of the Liturgy

Pamela E. J. Jackson

The constitution on the sacred liturgy Sacrosanctum concilium became
the first document promulgated by the Second Vatican Council on
December 4, 1963, having been approved by a vote of 2,147 to 4. Those
who drafted the schema of Sacrosanctum concilium believed that it was
necessary for the constitution to be built on a solid theological foun-
dation.1 Citing the 1947 encyclicalMediator Dei, they affirmed that the
sacred liturgy did not consist merely in the outward aspect of worship,
nor could it be reduced to a list of ecclesiastical laws for proper per-
formance of the rites; rather—as exercise of the priesthood of Christ in
his Mystical Body, the Church—the liturgy had profound theological
significance.2 The theology of the liturgy in Sacrosanctum concilium
has been described as its principal part, which will last for centuries.3

From this theology, Sacrosanctum concilium then derived the princi-
ples, or norms, on which the renewal of the liturgy in accord with the
council’s purposes should be based;4 on the basis of these norms, the
constitution decreed specific changes in the celebration of the liturgy.

Sacrosanctum concilium’s theology of the liturgy is thus the key to
understanding both what the council fathers believed the liturgy to be
and how they envisioned it being celebrated. This chapter first sum-
marizes this theology and then considers the sources that informed it,
its relationship to the theological tradition that preceded it, and how
this theology was intended to serve as basis for renewal. The consti-
tution’s theology of the liturgy is found primarily in article 2 of the
introduction and at the beginnings of its first five chapters: articles 5–
13 of chapter 1 (General Principles for the Renewal and Fostering of
the Sacred Liturgy);5 articles 47–48 of chapter 2 (The Most Holy
Mystery of the Eucharist); articles 59–61 of chapter 3 (The Other Sa-
craments and Sacramentals); articles 83–85 (The Divine Office); and



articles 102–106 (The Liturgical Year).6 In chapter 1, after the theological ex-
position of the nature of the liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium provides norms for
the renewal of the liturgy. In chapters 2–5 the theological summary is followed
by decrees for particular reforms.

As the first document promulgated by the council, Sacrosanctum concilium
begins by summarizing in its first article the purposes Pope John XXIII gave
for calling the council and affirming that the renewal and fostering of the
liturgy have a role in accomplishing these purposes.7 To explain why attention
to the liturgy will help the council achieve these goals (such as deepening the
Christian life of the faithful), the constitution’s second article provides a pre-
liminary summary of the ecclesiological significance of the liturgy. The liturgy,
above all the Eucharist, is the outstanding means whereby the faithful can ‘‘by
vital activity enter into,’’ and manifest to others, the mystery of Christ and the
real nature of the true Church.8 This nature is simultaneously human and
divine, visible and endowed with invisible realities, fervent in action and free
for contemplation, present in this world and in pilgrimage to the next—all in
such a way that the human is subordinated to the divine, the visible to the in-
visible, and so on.9 Because the work of redemption is made present in the
liturgy, the liturgy builds those within it into a dwelling place for God in the
Spirit, while strengthening their power to preach Christ, and thus manifests
the Church as a sign to the nations.10

The primary exposition of the theology of the liturgy in Sacrosanctum
concilium is found in the opening section of chapter 1. Here the constitution
explains ‘‘the nature of the liturgy and its importance in the Church’s life’’ (as
this section is titled) by showing the liturgy’s place in the ongoing drama of
salvation history.11 The God who wanted all to be saved and know the truth
called a people, did mighty works to deliver them, made a covenant with them,
and spoke to them by the prophets—all as preparation for the culmination of
his saving work in his Son, Jesus Christ, who made it possible for human
beings to be reconciled to God. Christ ‘‘achieved his task of redeeming hu-
manity and giving perfect glory to God, principally by the paschal mystery of
his blessed passion, resurrection from the dead, and glorious ascension.’’12

In order to communicate the redemption and reconciliation he won to
those he won it for, Christ sent the apostles empowered by the Holy Spirit,
even as he himself had been sent by the Father. The apostles not only preached
the gospel of Christ’s saving work but also brought it into effect through the
sacrifice and the sacraments, around which all liturgical life revolves. Thus, in
baptism Christians are inserted into the Paschal mystery; united with Christ in
his dying and rising, the baptized receive the Spirit of Adoption, which enables
them, now reconciled, to call upon God as Father and be true worshippers.
Similarly, from the very beginning the Church has ‘‘never failed’’ to come
together to celebrate the Paschal mystery by celebrating the Eucharist, ‘‘in
which ‘the victory and triumph of his death are again made present.’ ’’13

By presenting the liturgy of the Church in the context of salvation history,
Sacrosanctum concilium demonstrates that ‘‘the liturgy is in fact the economy of
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salvation prolonging itself through ritual and sacramental acts. It is Jesus who
passes in the midst of his own and continues his redemptive work. . . .The
liturgy actualizes salvation in all times and places.’’14 Far from being merely a
set of outward actions, the liturgy is ‘‘the point at which the mystery of Christ
continues to operate’’ and thus the heart of the Church’s life.15

Sacrosanctum concilium, article 7, explains that in order to accomplish this,
‘‘Christ is always present in his Church, especially in its liturgical celebra-
tions,’’ in four ways: (1) at Mass, both in the person of his minister, the priest,
who presides in persona Christi, and above all under the Eucharistic elements;
(2) in the sacraments; (3) in his word, through the proclamation of scripture
in the liturgy; and (4) when the Church prays and sings, as he promised in
Matthew 18:20.16 Christ unites the Church to himself through the liturgy, in
which God is perfectly glorified and worshippers are made holy (SC 7.1–2).

The liturgy, then, is an exercise of Christ’s priestly office, where ‘‘by means
of signs perceptible to the senses, human sanctification is signified and brought
about in ways proper to each of these signs,’’ and the whole public worship is
performed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, head and members.17 There-
fore, ‘‘every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the priest and
of his Body which is the Church, is a sacred action surpassing all others,’’
compared to which no other action is as efficacious for human sanctification
and the glorification of God.18

Since in the liturgy, Christ the high priest is present uniting his Body to
himself in giving perfect glory to the Father, the liturgy has an eschatological
dimension; those worshipping in the liturgy participate in a ‘‘foretaste of that
heavenly liturgy celebrated in the holy city of Jerusalem toward which we
journey as pilgrims.’’19 Having situated its explanation of the nature of the
liturgy in the context of salvation history, beginning with God’s mighty works
under the Old Covenant to draw his people back to himself, Sacrosanctum
concilium, in article 8, brings the narration of salvation history to its eschato-
logical culmination: ‘‘The liturgy is the continuation of the work which Christ,
on ending his visible presence on earth, committed to the Church and which
remains her commission till he comes again. Thus it is at the same time the
beginning of participation in the eternal liturgy of the City of God.’’20

Sacrosanctum concilium, articles 5–8, also throw into relief the Trinitarian
character of God’s work in salvation history focused in the liturgy. The Father
sends the Son, who sends the Holy Spirit to indwell believers, to draw them to
himself and lead them back to the Father so that they may praise him forever in
the heavenly Jerusalem; through the sensible signs of the liturgy, Christ pours
out the Spirit, unites believers to himself, and ‘‘renders perfect worship to God
by bringing everything back to the Father.’’21

Having described how the liturgy functions as means through which
Christ’s saving work is mediated to his disciples until his return, the consti-
tution acknowledges that the liturgy by itself does not make up the entire
activity of the Church.22 Sacrosanctum concilium, article 9, explains that the
Church must preach the gospel of salvation to unbelievers, so that they can
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believe and repent in order to enter into the liturgy.23 The Church also prepares
believers for the sacraments and teaches them how to live as faithful disciples
of Christ.

However, Sacrosanctum concilium, article 10, affirms, ‘‘the liturgy is the
summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the same time it
is the fount from which all the Church’s power flows.’’ It is the summit because
the ultimate goal of the apostolic works described in Sacrosanctum concilium,
article 9, is that all who are reconciled to God in baptism should come together
and praise him in the Church and participate in the Paschal sacrifice and feast.
The liturgy is the source of the Church’s power because the renewal of the
Lord’s covenant with his people in the Eucharist draws the faithful into the
compelling love of Christ, and thus ‘‘grace is poured forth upon us as from a
fountain; the liturgy is the source for achieving in the most effective way
possible human sanctification and God’s glorification, the end to which all the
Church’s other activities are directed.’’24

In order for the liturgy to be fully effective in the lives of the faithful, they
must have the proper dispositions to enter into it with integrity and be able to
cooperate with the grace poured forth in it; this means pastors should take care
that worshippers understand what God is doing in the liturgy, are actively
giving themselves to that, and are bearing fruit from the grace that is given.25

In addition to communal liturgical prayer, Christians are called to ‘‘pray to the
Father in secret,’’ to ‘‘pray without ceasing,’’ and to ‘‘bear in their bodies the
dying of Jesus.’’26 Further, popular devotions that are approved are strongly
commended; they should ‘‘harmonize with the liturgical seasons, accord with
the sacred liturgy, [be] in some way derived from it, and lead the people to it,
since, in fact, the liturgy by its very nature far surpasses any of them’’ (SC 13).

Within Sacrosanctum concilium’s treatment of the nature and importance
of the liturgy in articles 5–13, article 7 on the presence and action of Christ in
the liturgy has been described as the key article:27 The articles preceding ar-
ticle 7’s affirmations concerning the nature of the liturgy and its special effi-
cacy are understood as leading up to and preparing for those affirmations,
while the articles following (which treat the importance of the liturgy and its
place in the life of the Church) are seen as flowing from them.28 This expo-
sition of the nature of the liturgy in general at the beginning of chapter 1 is
complemented by summaries of the theology of various aspects of the liturgy
at the beginnings of chapters 2–5.

In articles 47–48 Sacrosanctum concilium expands on its central way of
speaking of the Eucharist: as the sacrifice of Christ and his Church (clergy and
laity) in its relation to the Paschal mystery.29 The language employed (Eu-
charistic sacrifice of the body and blood of the Savior, Paschal banquet, table of
the Lord’s body) makes clear that, as a sacrificial meal, the Eucharist culmi-
nates with consuming the victim.30 Sacrosanctum concilium affirms that be-
cause Jesus instituted the Eucharist to perpetuate the sacrifice of the cross
throughout the ages and to entrust to the Church, his bride, a grace-filled
memorial of his death and resurrection, when the faithful are present at this
mystery of faith, they should not be like strangers or silent spectators. Rather,
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through a good apprehension of the mystery through the rites and prayers,
they should participate in the sacred action ‘‘conscious of what they are doing,
with devotion and full involvement.’’31 They should experience learning from
God’s word and being nourished by Christ’s body. They should give thanks to
God, and, ‘‘offering the immaculate Victim, not only through the hands of the
priest, but also with him, they should learn to offer themselves as well’’;32 and,
day by day, through Christ the Mediator, they should be brought together in
union with God and each other until finally God is all in all.

The constitution develops its teaching on the sacraments at the beginning
of chapter 3. Article 59 explains that while the purpose of the sacraments is to
make people holy, build up the body of Christ, and give worship to God,
because they are signs they instruct. Sacraments both require faith, and also,
by words and objects, they ‘‘nourish, strengthen and express it.’’33 Not only do
they impart grace, but the very act of celebrating them best disposes the faithful
to receive that grace fruitfully, to worship God fittingly, and to exercise charity.
Because such grace is given through these sacred signs, it is of the highest
importance that the faithful easily understand the signs, and frequent with
greatest eagerness the sacraments that were instituted to nourish the Christian
life. Sacrosanctum concilium, article 61, concludes that for the faithful who are
well disposed, the effect of the sacraments and sacramentals34 ‘‘is that almost
every event in their lives is made holy by divine grace that flows from the
paschal mystery of Christ’s passion, death and resurrection,’’ from which all of
the sacraments and sacramentals derive their power; there is almost no proper
use of material things that cannot be directed to human sanctification or the
praise of God.

The theological character of the Liturgy of the Hours is treated at the
beginning of chapter 4. Sacrosanctum concilium presents the Liturgy of the
Hours as being a continuation of the priestly work of Christ, the High Priest, in
which he joins the Church to himself in unceasingly praising God and inter-
ceding for the salvation of the world (SC 83). When Christ became incarnate,
he brought to earth the hymn of praise sung eternally in heaven so all hu-
manity could sing it with him (SC 83); the Church arranged the Liturgy of the
Hours so the whole course of day and night could be consecrated by the praise
of God. When priests (and certain designated others) pray the Liturgy of the
Hours, ‘‘it is the very prayer that Christ himself, together with his Body, ad-
dresses to the Father’’ (SC 84). Those who are responsible for praying the
Liturgy of the Hours are both fulfilling a duty of the Church and participating
in the highest honor of the Bride of Christ, ‘‘for by offering their praise to God
they are standing before God’s throne in the name of the Church, their
mother’’ (SC 85). Praying the Liturgy of the Hours is also a way for priests to
heed Saint Paul’s exhortation to ‘‘pray without ceasing,’’ and to unite their
minds and hearts to Christ the true Vine so their pastoral work can bear fruit,
since ‘‘apart from me you can do nothing.’’35

Sacrosanctum concilium fleshes out the theological meaning of the litur-
gical year in articles 102–106. The constitution explains that the Church cel-
ebrates Christ’s saving work by means of liturgical commemorations on fixed
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days throughout the year (SC 102). ‘‘By a tradition handed down from the
apostles and having its origin from the very day of Christ’s resurrection, the
Church celebrates the paschal mystery every eighth day, which, with good
reason, bears the name of the Lord’s Day, or Sunday’’ (SC 106). This weekly
coming together on the Lord’s Day to hear God’s Word and participate in the
Eucharist and thus make memorial of the passion, resurrection, and glorifi-
cation of the Lord Jesus, is the foundation and nucleus of the entire liturgical
year (SC 106). Once a year, the Church commemorates the passion and res-
urrection of the Lord with the greatest solemnity—on Easter. Throughout each
year, the Church ‘‘unfolds the whole mystery of Christ’’ from his incarnation to
the expectation of his return (SC 102). These liturgical celebrations are not
simply occasions for thinking about things that happened in the past; rather,
‘‘Recalling thus the mysteries of redemption, the Church opens to the faithful
the riches of the Lord’s powers and merits, so that these are in some way made
present in every age in order that the faithful may lay hold on them and be
filled with saving grace’’ (SC 102).

Since Mary is inseparably joined with the saving work of her Son, the
Church venerates her in a special way throughout the yearly cycle, rejoicing in
her as the most excellent fruit of redemption and the image of what the Church
hopes to be (SC 103). Also, by celebrating the anniversaries of the martyrs and
other saints, the Church proclaims the Paschal mystery accomplished in those
who have suffered and been glorified with Christ, offers them as examples, and
pleads for God’s favors through their merits.36 In the liturgical seasons the
Church completes the formation of the faithful through instruction, prayer,
and works of penance and mercy (SC 105).

The Sources of Sacrosanctum Concilium’s Theology of the Liturgy

The theological sections of Sacrosanctum concilium make extensive use of
scriptural texts, both direct quotations noted within the body of the consti-
tution, and references to ideas found in scripture, which are identified in
the footnotes. In addition, Sacrosanctum concilium draws on material from the
fathers of the Church, liturgical texts, and the Council of Trent, as seen in the
notes, as well as on other traditional theological material and Church docu-
ments, which are not explicitly mentioned in the notes.

The very first sentence of Sacrosanctum concilium’s treatment of the the-
ology of the liturgy (article 2) quotes the prayer of the Roman Missal that
describes the liturgy as ‘‘making the work of our redemption a present actu-
ality’’ (opus nostrae Redemptionis exercetur),37 and this becomes the foundation
for the theological exposition that follows. This prayer had also been cited in
the discussion of the nature of the Eucharistic sacrifice in Mediator Dei (1947),
the first encyclical ever dedicated entirely to the liturgy;38 from the very be-
ginning, Sacrosanctum concilium is signaling its continuity with both the
venerable liturgical tradition of the Church and the magisterial documents that
were the fruit of the scholarly work of the liturgical movement.
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Sacrosanctum concilium’s treatment of the nature of the liturgy as best
understood from the perspective of salvation history in which Christ acts as, in
a sense, sacrament of salvation, is grounded in the understanding of fathers of
the Church such as Augustine.39 One of the scholars involved in drafting the
text, Cipriano Vagaggini, notes that although Sacrosanctum concilium does not
explicitly refer to Christ as ‘‘sacrament,’’ it uses biblical and patristic texts that
convey that understanding, speaking of Christ as ‘‘the Word made flesh, an-
ointed by the Holy Spirit . . . ‘the physician, being both flesh and of the Spir-
it.’ ’’40What Ignatius of Antioch was affirming in describing Christ asmedicum
carnalem et spiritualem, was that Christ has ‘‘both human nature, including a
body (sarx), and divine nature (pneuma), and that he heals in us both the spirit,
to which he communicates the Holy Spirit, and the body, which he will res-
urrect.’’41 Sacrosanctum concilium continues, ‘‘For his humanity, united with
the person of the Word, was the instrument of our salvation’’ (SC 5), and
Vagaggini elucidates that the understanding that ‘‘in Christ, his human na-
ture, body included, was and is a conjoint and living instrument by which his
divinity worked and works our salvation, is the common doctrine of the Greek
Fathers. This same doctrine then often recurs in St. Thomas.’’42

Therefore, Sacrosanctum concilium affirms, quoting the fifth-century Ver-
ona Sacramentary, that in Christ ‘‘the perfect achievement of our reconciliation
came forth and the fullness of divine worship was given to us.’’43 This means
that since the first source, human and divine, of the salvation of the world is in
Christ, whether for human sanctification by God or giving perfect worship to
God, therefore, all salvation of humanity and all worship of God must be a
‘‘certain participation’’ in what exists most perfectly in Christ.44 Sacrosanctum
concilium explains that Christ made this possible through his Paschal mystery,
through which, in the words of the Roman Missal, ‘‘ ‘dying he destroyed our
death and rising, he restored our life.’45 For it was from the side of Christ as he
slept the sleep of death on the cross that there came forth the sublime sacra-
ment of the whole Church.’’46 Here, in order to describe how Christ’s work is
continued in the Church, especially in the liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium
draws on patristic reflections on the Church as born from the side of Christ as
Eve came from Adam, which Pius XII had referred to in Mystici Corporis
(1943).47

From these patristic and liturgical texts, Sacrosanctum concilium, article 5,
is describing how Christ’s saving work is continued in the Church, which
functions as a kind of general sacrament derived from Christ, the primordial
sacrament.48 Article 6 describes how this occurred through the ministry of the
apostles: how people were inserted into Christ’s Paschal mystery through
baptism and how they celebrated it in the Eucharist, where, in the words of
the Council of Trent, ‘‘the victory and triumph of his death are again made
present.’’49

Article 7’s reflection on how Christ is present in the liturgy draws heavily
on Mediator Dei. To Mediator Dei’s affirmation that Christ is present in the
Mass through his minister, Sacrosanctum concilium adds the declaration of
Trent, ‘‘the same now offering, through the ministry of priests, who formerly
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offered himself on the cross.’’50 Sacrosanctum concilium then repeats Mediator
Dei’s affirmations of how Christ is present above all under the Eucharistic
elements, in the sacraments, and when the Church prays together (Mt 18:20);
when describing how Christ is present to act in the sacraments, the consti-
tution substitutes a reference to Saint Augustine for the technical language of
Mediator Dei.51 While Sacrosanctum concilium also adds that Christ is present
in his word proclaimed in the liturgy, most of this section on the ways Christ is
present in the liturgy is taken almost verbatim from Mediator Dei;52 the
statement that follows, that Christ associates the Church with himself in the
work of human sanctification and glorification of God in the liturgy, was based
on three different sections of the encyclical.53

Further, when Sacrosanctum concilium, article 7, then declares that the
liturgy is rightly considered as ‘‘an exercise of the priestly office of Jesus
Christ,’’ it is using the very words (sacerdotalis muneris exercitatio) of Mediator
Dei.54 The affirmation that ‘‘in the liturgy the whole public worship is per-
formed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the head and his
members,’’ is also found in Mediator Dei and was repeated in ‘‘De musica
sacra’’ (1958).55 Article 7 concludes that the liturgy is a ‘‘sacred action sur-
passing all others’’ (actio sacer praecellenter), which is a quotation from Pius
XI’s apostolic constitution Divini Cultus,56 and that it is uniquely efficacious,
which is taken from the teaching of Mediator Dei.57 The description of the
heavenly liturgy in Sacrosanctum concilium, article 8, weaves together five
scriptural texts, which are cited in the notes.

After explaining in article 9 how the liturgy does not ‘‘exhaust the entire
activity of the Church,’’58 Sacrosanctum concilium goes on in article 10 to speak
of the liturgy as the ‘‘summit [culmen] toward which all the activity of the
Church is directed . . . the fount from which all the Church’s power flows.’’
Those who wrote this section in the schema cited several texts of Thomas
Aquinas,59 as well as the teaching of the Catechism of the Council of Trent that
the Eucharist is ‘‘truly and necessarily to be called the fountain of all graces’’
since it contains ‘‘the author of all the sacraments, Christ the Lord.’’60 Leo XIII
in Mirae caritatis (1902) had spoken of the Eucharist as the ‘‘fount and most
important gift of all God’s gifts’’61 and stated that from it, ‘‘the Church draws
and possesses all its power and glory, all divine charisms that adorn it, and
every good thing.’’62 In Mediator Dei, the Eucharist had been called the ‘‘font
and center of Christian piety,’’ ‘‘the chief action of divine worship,’’ and the
‘‘culmination and center . . . of the Christian religion.’’63 In illustrating the
power of the liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium quotes prayers of the Roman
Missal stating that the liturgy ‘‘moves the faithful, filled with ‘the paschal
sacraments,’ to be ‘one in holiness,’ ’’ and praying that ‘‘they may hold fast in
their lives what they have grasped by their faith.’’64

The reason Sacrosanctum concilium gives for this preeminence of the lit-
urgy is that the end to which all the activity of the Church is directed is the
glorification of God and human sanctification and that the liturgy is the most
efficacious source for the grace to pursue these ends; this idea may also be
found in Mediator Dei.65 Article 10’s affirmation of the liturgy as font and
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summit of the Church’s life—which was repeated in Lumen gentium 11—is
ultimately grounded in scripture and the fathers of the Church.66

According to those who drafted the schema, the purpose of Sacrosanctum
concilium, articles 11–13, was to solemnly affirm the teaching ofMediator Dei on
the relationship between the liturgy and the spiritual life of individual Chris-
tians.67 In article 11, the constitution declares the necessity that liturgical
participation be combined with sincere internal piety in order to be fully effi-
cacious (and therefore the need for pastors to foster that). In article 12, Sa-
crosanctum concilium uses scriptural texts to describe the aspects of spiritual life
outside of liturgical celebrations that make fruitful liturgical participation
possible, and illustrates the need for the baptized to give every aspect of their
lives to God by quoting the Roman Missal: ‘‘This is why we ask the Lord in the
sacrifice of the Mass that ‘receiving the offering of the spiritual victim,’ he may
fashion us for himself ‘as an eternal gift.’ ’’68 In affirming the value of popular
devotions, as long as they are in harmony with the liturgical seasons, are ‘‘in
some way derived from’’ the liturgy, ‘‘and lead the people to it,’’ article 13 draws
on the 1955 instruction on the restored rite of Holy Week, as well as Mediator
Dei.69

The second chapter of Sacrosanctum concilium was titled ‘‘The Most Holy
Mystery of the Eucharist’’ so that the title would include the memorial of the
passion and communion, as well as the sacrifice of the Mass; the word
‘‘mystery’’ is used in the sense it had for fathers of the Church such as Am-
brose.70 According to Salvatore Marsili, article 47 ‘‘presupposes the eucharistic
doctrine defined by the Council of Trent, and makes generic reference to it,
condensing into a few words the matter treated in the ‘Decree on the Most
Holy Sacrament of the Eucharist’ (sess. 13, October 11, 1551) and in the ‘Doc-
trine of the Most Holy Sacrifice of the Mass’ (sess. 22, September 17, 1562).’’71

In stating that Christ’s purpose in instituting the Eucharist was to ‘‘perpetuate’’
(perpetuaret) the sacrifice of the cross, Sacrosanctum concilium employs a term
very close to that used by the Council of Trent (repraesentaretur);72 Sacro-
sanctum concilium took the word ‘‘perpetuaret’’ from Leo XIII’s encyclical Car-
itatis studium.73 Augustine’s reference to the Eucharist as ‘‘sacramentum pie-
tatis, signum unitatis, vinculum caritatis,’’ which is quoted in article 47, had
been cited in part by Trent.74 Similarly, article 47 quotes from the Roman
Breviary to describe the Eucharist as a Paschal banquet ‘‘in which Christ is
eaten, the heart is filled with grace, and a pledge of future glory is given to us;’’
Trent had also alluded to this text.75

Article 48 begins by borrowing the exhortation that the faithful should
not be ‘‘strangers or silent spectators’’ at the Eucharist from Pius XI’s Divini
cultus.76 The phrase ‘‘they should be instructed by God’s word’’ was based on
language found in fathers such as Origen on the faithful being nourished at
the table of the word; this idea is seen clearly in the reference to mensa verbi in
article 51 and in Dei verbum, article 21.77 The statement that the faithful are
‘‘offering the immaculate Victim, not only through the hands of the priest, but
also with him,’’ is very close to Mediator Dei’s affirmation that they ‘‘not only
offer the sacrifice through the hands of the priest, but also, in a certain sense
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[quodammodo] with him.’’78 In article 48’s reference to the faithful learning to
offer themselves to God through the offering of the sacrifice there is a reso-
nance of Augustine’s teaching on Eucharistic sacrifice in City of God;79 Sa-
crosanctum concilium explicitly cites Cyril of Alexandria in speaking of the
faithful being drawn into unity with God and each other through Christ the
Mediator.80

The opening statement of chapter 3 on the purpose of the sacraments is
based on Thomas Aquinas’s teaching that the purpose of the sacraments is
divine worship and human sanctification.81 The affirmation that ‘‘being signs,
they also have a teaching function’’ is also taken from Thomas; 82 the sign
character of the liturgy in general had been mentioned in Sacrosanctum con-
cilium, articles 7 and 33. The declaration in article 59 that because, as signs, the
sacraments instruct and also ‘‘nourish, strengthen, and express’’ faith, ‘‘it is of
the highest importance that the faithful should readily understand the sacra-
mental signs’’ is reminiscent of Trent’s insistence that the faithful be in-
structed in the meaning of the rites of the Mass and the sacraments so that they
are prepared to receive the grace given there.83 Further, the constitution’s
speaking of Christ’s Paschal mystery as the source ‘‘from which all sacraments
and sacramentals draw their power’’ is derived from the understanding of
Paul, the fathers, and Thomas.84

Sacrosanctum concilium’s theology of the Liturgy of the Hours at the be-
ginning of chapter 4 draws substantially on the teaching on the Divine Office
inMediator Dei. Most of its first article, 83, is in fact a verbatim quotation from
the encyclical.85 Similarly, article 87 speaks of the reforms that are grounded in
this theology as a continuation of the renewal of the office already ‘‘happily
begun’’ by Pius XII.

The theology of the liturgical year in articles 102–106 is drawn from the
same sources that inspired the renewal of the liturgy of Holy Week and Easter
from 1951 to 1955; the understanding of the nature of Christian commemo-
ration in these mainly patristic sources is that it is rooted in and centered on
the Paschal mystery.86 Easter has special prominence, as the ‘‘most solemn’’
celebration of the Paschal mystery; so does Sunday, as the ‘‘Lord’s Day’’ (as it is
called in Revelation 1:10) and the ‘‘eighth day’’ (as it is known as early as the
Epistle of Barnabas), when Christ’s resurrection opens up the possibility of
entering into the new creation.87 Patristic understanding, as well as the in-
fluence of Mediator Dei,88 is seen in the affirmation in article 102 that ‘‘the
riches of the Lord’s powers and merits’’ are ‘‘in some way made present’’ in the
celebration of the liturgy for the faithful to encounter them.89

The Relationship of Sacrosanctum Concilium
to the Theological Tradition

Having considered the principal articles in which Sacrosanctum concilium’s
theology of the liturgy is articulated, and the sources on which these articles
were based, it is possible to offer some reflections on the relationship between
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the constitution and the earlier theological tradition. In studying Sacrosanctum
concilium’s theology of the liturgy, it is immediately apparent that, as one of the
members of the Preparatory Commission has written, there is an effort to
break away from formulations that are too speculative, and to speak ‘‘the
language of the Fathers.’’90 It is clear that the constitution ‘‘speaks the lan-
guage of the Fathers’’ in the sense that, even as the theological writings of the
fathers have an immediacy that comes from being directly rooted in scripture,
so too, much of Sacrosanctum concilium’s theological ‘‘vocabulary’’ is drawn
directly from the sacred text. But, even more important, Sacrosanctum con-
cilium develops its theology of the liturgy within the conceptual world of the
fathers: It views all aspects of the Christian faith from the perspective of the
economy of salvation. Using this wide-angle lens reveals the continuity of
God’s work throughout revelation and thus allows Sacrosanctum concilium to
illuminate the connections between God’s saving work at different stages of
salvation history. It also brings into clearer focus and restores to prominence
certain important dimensions of God’s work in the liturgy.

As seen in articles 5 and 6, Sacrosanctum concilium grounds its exposition
of the theology of the liturgy in the patristic vision of reality as centered in
God’s revelation of Himself through his interventions throughout human
history, from Creation through the time before Christ, Christ’s earthly min-
istry, and the life of the Church until its eschatological culmination.91 For the
fathers, this revelation is made up ofmysteria or sacramenta (persons, events, or
other elements in scripture that are seen to point beyond themselves to reveal
something about God and his saving work), and the fathers understand the
liturgy within this framework.92 Patristic writings on the theological meaning
of the liturgy are thus made up of explanations of the ‘‘mysteries’’ or ‘‘sacra-
ments’’ it contains: The fathers attempt to discover, for each aspect of the
liturgy, why and in what sense it is a ‘‘mystery’’—how it reveals, communi-
cates, and enables participation in divine realities.93

One aspect of the theology of the liturgy that is thrown into relief by
Sacrosanctum concilium’s situating its discussion of the liturgy within the
context of the economy of salvation, is the understanding of the celebration of
the liturgy as a continuation of God’s saving work begun in scripture. While
this concept had not been at the forefront of theological discussion in recent
centuries, the constitution reaffirms the fathers’ insight that ‘‘today the history
of salvation is really focused in the prism of the liturgy, even if its rays come
from the Old Testament and especially from Christ, and reach out toward the
heavenly Jerusalem.’’94

Approaching the liturgy from the perspective of salvation history also
results in a theology of the liturgy that gives great prominence to the Paschal
mystery, which is the ‘‘pivotal concept’’ of salvation history.95Henri Jenny, one
of the drafters of the schema, emphasizes that since the Paschal mystery is the
center of the economy of salvation, it is the center of the liturgy (which is the
celebration of the Paschal mystery daily, weekly, and annually) and the center
of all Christian life.96 At the same time, Sacrosanctum concilium, article 47’s
referring to the Eucharist as a ‘‘memorial’’ (memoriale) of the Savior’s death
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and resurrection tends ‘‘to establish that the Eucharist is the center and syn-
thesis of the paschal mystery of Christ, or of that mystery which the liturgy in
general and the Eucharist in particular continue to memorialize in the
Church.’’97 The centrality of the Paschal mystery in every aspect of the liturgy
is constantly affirmed in the constitution.98

Further, since Sacrosanctum concilium adopts the patristic framework in
which God reveals Himself through sacramenta—from events and prophecies
under the Old Covenant, through the words and deeds of Christ, and then
through sacred signs in the Church—the constitution, like the fathers, speaks
of the Church itself as ‘‘sacrament.’’99 Vagaggini explains that this term was
used to affirm a profound truth: ‘‘namely, the intimate, indissoluble bond
between Christ, the Church and the liturgy in the present order of salvation,’’ a
bond that is

a close structural connection which has its prototype in Christ him-
self, in whose image the Church is fashioned, and the Church in turn
reflects its manner of being principally in the liturgy.

And this structure is exactly that of the sacrament or mystery,
namely a sensible and visible thing which somehow contains and
communicates to the well-disposed an invisible, holy and divine reality
in the order of salvation, a reality which at the same time shows itself
to those who have faith and hides itself from those who have not.100

Sacrosanctum concilium, article 5, thus envisions Christ as primordial sacrament,
from whose side came forth the mirabile sacramentum of the whole Church,
which then expresses itself most fully in the ‘‘sacrament’’ of the entire liturgy,
particularly in the seven rites known today as the sacraments.101 The underlying
idea may be summarized in a classic text of Leo the Great: ‘‘What was visible in
the life of the Redeemer, has passed over into the sacraments.’’102

Articulating a theology of the liturgy from within the patristic conceptual
world necessarily brings into focus the importance of all liturgical rites as signs.
In the theology of Thomas Aquinas, each of the seven sacraments is a sign that
efficaciously causes that which it signifies, and ‘‘the explanation of the indi-
vidual sacraments hinges wholly upon the sign proper to each as the expres-
sion of the particular grace which it confers.’’103 When, from the sixteenth
century, theology devoted itself more to discussion of the efficacy of the seven
sacraments, there was less reflection on their sign-aspect (and that of the
liturgy as a whole).104 Sacrosanctum concilium’s retrieval of the patristic context
for explaining the theological nature of the liturgy highlights the importance of
the sign-character of the liturgy.

Thus, presenting the celebration of the liturgy as a continuation of sal-
vation history and locus within which God communicates and reveals Himself
through sacred signs, and emphasis on the centrality of the Paschal mystery,
are distinguishing marks of Sacrosanctum concilium’s theology, but they are not
innovations. Rather, adopting the patristic perspective of the economy of sal-
vation enables the constitution to restore to prominence insights into the na-
ture of the liturgy that had not been receiving the attention they deserved.
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Sacrosanctum concilium’s reappropriation of the patristic vision of the
theological nature of the liturgy cannot, however, be construed as a repudiation
of the teaching of the Council of Trent in regard to the liturgy; Trent ap-
proached liturgical matters from a different angle because its purpose was
different. The Protestant Reformation presented specific challenges to tradi-
tional Catholic doctrine and practice concerning the sacraments. In order to
address these, Trent needed to consider the individual parts of the sacramental
system and analyze the specific nature of each sacrament, whereas Sacrosanc-
tum concilium was able to ‘‘return to a more synthetic view of the liturgy.’’105

Those who drafted Sacrosanctum concilium saw themselves as building on the
teaching of Trent and deepening it; in presenting the articles on the Eucharist
to the council fathers, the relator explained that there was no need to repeat
everything that the Council of Trent had already stated so well.106

When explaining the kinds of changes in the outward form of the Mass
that were understood to flow from Sacrosanctum concilium’s theology, article 50
refers to Pius V’s expressed ideal in promulgating the Roman Missal of 1570
that some rites be restored ‘‘to the original norm of the holy Fathers.’’107 The
preamble to the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (1970) explains: why
this had not been possible in 1570; how Sacrosanctum concilium has made it
possible finally to fulfill Pius V’s desire; and how ‘‘the liturgical norms of the
Council of Trent have certainly been completed and perfected in many respects
by those of the Second Vatican Council.’’108 The theological understanding of
the liturgy in Sacrosanctum concilium thus does not contradict that of Trent;
rather, it situates Trent’s teaching on the sacraments in a broader context to
enable a richer understanding of the mystery of God in Christ made present in
the liturgy, and facilitate participation in it.

The constitution’s theology of the liturgy also reflects more than half a
century of the work of the liturgical movement, which was itself informed by
the renewal in biblical scholarship and the study of the writings of the fathers
by the ressourcement theologians.109 The scholars of the liturgical movement
were inspired by the faith of the early Church, and wanted to recover its
awareness of the Paschal character of the Christian cult and the importance of
the whole Mystical Body of Christ in the celebration of the liturgy.110 Many
years of international scholarly meetings (such as the 1956 Assisi Congress)
had prepared those who worked on the text of the constitution, so that Sa-
crosanctum concilium could be described as a ‘‘blessed rich harvest . . .which
had been ripening along in the last decades under the breath of the Holy
Ghost.’’111

Many of the ideas of the liturgical movement were articulated in Pius XII’s
groundbreaking 1947 encyclical, Mediator Dei. In addition to all of the indi-
vidual phrases or sentences that Sacrosanctum concilium quoted from Mediator
Dei, the constitution also drew from it in more general ways. Bernard Capelle
had affirmed that the doctrine ofMystici Corporis (1943) was central toMediator
Dei’s understanding of the liturgy; later Vagaggini would add that in the two
encyclicals ‘‘liturgy and ecclesiology are inseparable. And they remain insep-
arably linked in the present constitution.’’112Mediator Dei’s Christological focus
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and its emphasis on the liturgy as exercise of the priesthood of Christ are also
seen in Sacrosanctum concilium.113

Pius XII himself had stated that it was Pius X who gave the liturgical
movement ‘‘a decisive impetus’’ in his 1913 motu proprio Abhinc duos annos, in
which he listed goals for liturgical reform that he did not live to accomplish.114

In 1948 a commission for liturgical reform (which became known as the Pian
Commission) was appointed, and during the next twelve years was responsible
for reforms such as the restoration of the Easter vigil and Holy Week, and new
editions of the Breviary and the Pontifical.115 The document that had provided
the basis for the work of the Pian Commission was given to each of the
members and periti of the Conciliar Commission, and what many in the li-
turgical movement hoped for from the council was a completion of the work
begun under Pius XII.116 Herman Schmidt, who helped draft the schema,
wrote in 1965 that it was no exaggeration to say that Sacrosanctum concilium
was the crowning of Pius XII’s labors because the spirit that animated his
pontificate shone through all of its articles.117

Sacrosanctum Concilium’s Theology of the Liturgy
as Basis for Renewal

The general norms for the renewal of the liturgy and the specific changes based
on those norms called for by Sacrosanctum concilium are the logical result of its
theology. For example, that Christ ‘‘is present in his word’’ is the basis for the
norm that ‘‘Sacred Scripture is of the greatest importance in the celebration of
the liturgy,’’ which leads to the decree that there be more readings from
scripture proclaimed at Mass and that they be taken from a broader range of
biblical books.118 Because ‘‘in the liturgy the whole public worship is per-
formed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is the head and his mem-
bers,’’ therefore, communal celebrations with active participation are to be
preferred as far as possible, and one way for this to be realized is in the
restoration of the Prayer of the Faithful.119 Since ‘‘in the liturgy by means of
signs perceptible to the senses, human sanctification is signified and brought
about in ways proper to each of these signs,’’ it is therefore very important that
signs be intelligible so that worshippers can understand the sanctification God
is offering and dispose themselves to receive it; this leads to the principle that
rites be characterized by ‘‘noble simplicity’’ and to the possibility for use of the
vernacular and adaptations to culture, especially in mission lands.120 Finally,
the principle to be considered first in liturgical reform—the full, conscious,
and active participation ‘‘called for by the very nature of the liturgy’’—derives
from the theological ‘‘nature of the liturgy’’ as source and summit of the
Church’s life.121 It is because the Eucharist is the sacrifice of Christ and the
whole Church, which is the ‘‘sacrament of unity,’’ that Sacrosanctum concilium
places such emphasis on the importance of the full, conscious, and active
participation (internal and external) of the faithful.122
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While those who wrote the schema of Sacrosanctum concilium derived the
norms and specific changes decreed from its theology, they were also careful to
note when those norms and decreed changes could also be found in earlier
sources. For example, the crucial distinction in article 21 between divinely
instituted elements in the liturgy, which may not be changed, and elements
that may be modified had been made by Pius XII,123 and the acknowledgement
of the usefulness of the vernacular in the liturgy is taken from a statement in
Mediator Dei.124 The rationale for openness to adapting the liturgy to other
cultures was drawn from Benedict XIV’s Summi Pontificatus.125 The affirma-
tion of the bishop as center of the liturgical life of the diocese is based on
extensive citations from Ignatius of Antioch.126 The article that praises the
liturgical movement as a work of the Holy Spirit quotes Pius XII.127Article 45’s
call for the establishment of diocesan liturgical commissions reiterates Pius
XII’s desire in Mediator Dei; article 46’s recommendation that dioceses also
have commissions for music and art is based on Pius X’s 1903 motu proprio on
sacred music and other earlier documents.128

As to specific reforms, the requirement for a homily on Sundays and holy
days cites the precedent of early Roman practice described by Justin Martyr, as
well as Mediator Dei’s inclusion of the homily in a list of liturgical acts.129

Article 53’s call for the restoration of the Prayer of the Faithful is based on
testimonies of several early fathers.130 The schema provides a lengthy list of
precedents for the practice of Eucharistic concelebration131 and refers to Cy-
prian’s discussion of the imposition of hands in the sacrament of penance.132

The strong recommendation in Sacrosanctum concilium, article 55, that the
faithful be given communion consecrated at the Mass in which they are par-
ticipating is inspired by the theological concern that the Church must ‘‘do
everything that may clearly manifest at the altar the living unity of the Mystical
Body,’’133 but it had already been commended by Pius XII, who had cited
Benedict XIV.134 A careful reading of the entire schema and its notes reveals
that a significant number of what are sometimes assumed to be Sacrosanctum
concilium’s ‘‘new’’ norms and reforms in fact point to the example of earlier
precedents.135

In considering the major themes of Sacrosanctum concilium, it is important
to understand them within the context of the constitution’s theology and re-
lationship to the earlier theological understanding of the liturgy, rather than as
independent concepts susceptible to continual reinterpretation. In order to
illustrate this, the remainder of this chapter offers brief reflections on four of
Sacrosanctum concilium’s characteristic emphases: the sign-aspect of the lit-
urgy, the importance of the Word of God in the liturgy, the pastoral character
of the liturgy, and the call for active participation.

Sacrosanctum concilium’s attention to the sign-aspect of the liturgy is not
aimed at advancing particular aesthetic preferences but comes from awareness
of the theological reality that it ‘‘pertains to the essence of the liturgy that it
takes place in sensible signs.’’136 In his commentary on Sacrosanctum con-
cilium, Jungmann describes how, while the need to counteract the Reformation
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had led to emphasis on the minimum required for sacramental validity and
efficacy in liturgical celebrations, now ‘‘the sense and the sign should again
fully assume their proper place. The forms should be intelligible. The form and
the content should be in accord with each other. The form should express what
is really meant (cf. Article 69), and the reality should correspond to the
form.’’137 Since sacramental signs effect the grace they signify, they need to
clearly represent that grace so that worshippers know what is being commu-
nicated to them and are therefore able to receive it and cooperate with it.138

Shortly after chapter 1 was approved, Vagaggini, who helped draft it, ex-
plained: ‘‘If the liturgy is a set of signs, in order that it fulfill well the exigency of
its nature, it is necessary that these signs express what they are meant to signify
in such a way that the people can easily understand them in order to be able to
participate fully at the celebration of the supernatural reality that is at the same
time veiled and revealed (no. 21). This is the principle of principles of every
liturgical reform.’’139 It is this intention—to enable worshippers to ‘‘participate
fully in the supernatural realities’’—that informs Sacrosanctum concilium’s
decrees that change specific liturgical rites, not a desire to strip the liturgy of
any sense of transcendence, nor a preference for the minimalist, simplistic, or
merely didactic.

Similarly, the constitution’s emphasis on the important role of theWord of
God in the liturgy140 and its call for more scripture lessons and preaching
rooted in scriptural sources are much more than ecumenical good-will ges-
tures. The liturgical movement had been inspired by the importance of the
Word in the patristic Church and the way the Word proclaimed in the liturgy
had formed the spiritual life of the early Christians, and it wanted to recover
this; in the decades preceding the council there were various proposals for
more scripture lessons at Mass to be taken from a wider representation of
biblical books.141 Article 51’s call for an expanded lectionary was thus intended
‘‘to give nourishment to a biblically based and deepened piety by means of a
more richly covered table of the Word, the proclamation of which was now to
be really directed towards the people.’’142

Sacrosanctum concilium’s presentation of the liturgy as locus where sal-
vation history continues provided a strong rationale for adding an Old Testa-
ment lesson to Sunday Mass143 and led to its call for the kind of preaching that
was ‘‘a proclamation of the wonderful works of God in the history of salvation,
or in the mystery of Christ that is always present in us, and is working espe-
cially in liturgical celebrations.’’144 This preaching was envisioned as the
‘‘living word of proclamation—and this not in the sense of just any instruction,
but as the vivification of the mystery, to which the celebration in question is
devoted.’’145 The desire of the drafters of the schema was that the whole li-
turgical celebration should be imbued with meditation on the Word of God.146

Sacrosanctum concilium is also known for its appreciation of the pastoral
character of the liturgy, but it is important to understand what the council
fathers meant when they used the word ‘‘pastoral’’ in regard to the liturgy.
After the council, in some circles the word ‘‘pastoral’’ applied to the liturgy
came to mean less demanding, more interesting and enjoyable, and perhaps
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even entertaining. This is not the vision of a renewed liturgy hoped for by those
who drafted the schema, nor by the bishops who approved Sacrosanctum con-
cilium’s final text.

In the only place that provides an explicit rationale for the council’s
mandated reforms, Sacrosanctum concilium states, ‘‘In order that the Christian
people may more surely derive an abundance of graces from the liturgy, the
Church desires to undertake with great care a general reform of the liturgy
itself ’’ (SC 21). The council believed the faithful would receive these graces
through ‘‘the source of the true Christian spirit’’: the ‘‘full, conscious, and
active participation in liturgical celebrations’’ called for by the liturgy’s very nature
as exercise of the priestly office of Jesus Christ, perpetuation of his sacrifice,
and whole public worship of the Mystical Body of Christ, head and mem-
bers.147 Sacrosanctum concilium provides a description of a ‘‘pastoral’’ liturgy in
article 48. Because worshippers understand the rites and prayers, they are able
to participate in them sincerely and reverently. They learn from the procla-
mation of God’s word, join the priest in offering the sacrifice and offer
themselves with it, receive spiritual strength from the Body of Christ in
communion, and are drawn into ever deeper union with God and Christ’s
Body, the Church. This is what Sacrosanctum concilium means by ‘‘pastorally
effective,’’ and the changes in the liturgy’s outward form, which it then
mandates in article 49 ‘‘in order that the sacrifice of the Mass, even in its ritual
forms, may become pastorally effective to the utmost degree,’’ are intended to
result in a liturgy that, as much as possible, enables the description of article 48
to be a reality.148 As Jungmann explained, ‘‘What above all is urgently neces-
sary at the beginning of this new epoch is to facilitate access to the riches of the
mystery of Christ to the faithful and to strengthen their bond of union with the
altar.’’149 Further, if the faithful were better able to understand how God was
working through the liturgy and forming them into his Church, they would be
better able to live a life of discipleship and Christian witness in the world.150

It was this understanding of what it meant for the liturgy to be renewed on
the basis of pastoral concerns that had informed the liturgical movement, and
had been the reason for the restoration of Holy Week.151 The purpose of the
1956 Assisi Congress, held in honor of Pius XII in his eightieth year, was to
‘‘pass in review the admirable initiatives of Pope Pius XII in the field of pastoral
liturgy,’’152 and the pope told the Congress that the liturgical movement was a
‘‘sign of the movement of the Holy Ghost in the Church to draw men more
closely to the mysteries of the faith and the riches of grace which flow from the
active participation of the faithful in the liturgical life.’’153 Speaking at that
congress, Cardinal Antonelli affirmed that the true purpose of liturgical re-
newal went far beyond outward expression and ‘‘wants to reach the soul, in
order to work in its depths and incite a spiritual renewal in Christ, the High
Priest from whom every liturgical action acquires its value and efficacy.’’154

When the schema of Sacrosanctum concilium cites in its notes the concerns
expressed by the bishops of the world in their responses to the consultation of
the Antepreparatory Commission, the bishops’ desiderata for liturgical change
are often pastoral in this sense of wanting to enable the faithful to enter into
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deeper union with God through the liturgy. When Sacrosanctum concilium
addresses the pastoral character of the liturgy, it envisions rites where ‘‘the
faith of those taking part is nourished and their minds are raised to God, so
that they may offer him their worship as intelligent beings and receive his
grace more abundantly.’’155

Jungmann describes the pastoral end of the liturgy as worshippers be-
coming a living sacrifice,156 and this way of thinking about what the ultimate
pastoral purpose of the liturgy is leads to another characteristic emphasis of
Sacrosanctum concilium: the active participation of the faithful. As Marsili ex-
plains,

The Eucharist really implies interior dynamic movement, since it is
not a form of worship expressed by human religiousness, but an
action (‘‘do this’’), which brings us infinite vitality within the reality of
the mystery that is in Christ, the only Priest of the New Testament:
‘‘Behold, I come to do thy will, O God’’ (Heb 10:7). This interior
movement, which is a separation from oneself and an adhering to
God, is the natural requisite for the eucharistic ‘‘mystery of worship,’’
and at the same time a justification for that external action of the
Christian assembly which is being rightly called ‘‘active participa-
tion.’’157

While active participation is a prominent theme of Sacrosanctum concilium,158

the council fathers intended that this should be understood above all as an
interior participation, ‘‘that is, a conscious participation elevating the heart and
soul, which also expresses itself in—is aided by—the exterior rite.’’159 To en-
sure that this was absolutely clear, Cardinal Bea proposed an amendment to
the schema, which the council accepted. While the schema text had stated only
that the faithful should ‘‘know the rites and prayers well,’’ the cardinal urged
that the text add that the faithful should know the mystery which is commu-
nicated through the rites and prayers.’’160

Conclusion

In treating Sacrosanctum concilium’s theology of the liturgy, this chapter has
sought to illustrate the extent of the constitution’s indebtedness to a great
number of earlier sources that included discussion of the liturgy’s theological
nature. Those who drafted the schema or worked on the editing of the final text
of Sacrosanctum concilium clearly acknowledged their desire for continuity with
the preceding theological and liturgical tradition.161 Sacrosanctum concilium,
article 23, requires that there be careful study before any changes in rites are
made, that no changes be made unless they are required for the good of the
Church, and that any new forms should grow organically from those that
already exist.162 Sacrosanctum concilium, article 50, reiterates Pius V’s desire for
elements of the liturgy, when necessary, to be restored to the pristinam normam
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of the holy fathers; Missale Romanum, the 1969 apostolic constitution pro-
mulgating the new missal, describes how four centuries of preparation since
Trent had made this possible.163

At the end of the first session of the council, Pope John XXIII stated that
‘‘It was no accident that the first schema to be considered was the one dealing
with the sacred liturgy. The liturgy has to do with man’s relationship with God.
This relationship is of the utmost importance. It must be based on the solid
foundation of Revelation and apostolic teaching, so as to contribute to man’s
spiritual good; and that, with a broadness of vision which avoids the superfi-
ciality and haste so often characterizing relationships between men.’’164

Thus, in Sacrosanctum concilium, the council began by taking seriously the
principle that ‘‘the salvation of souls is the highest law’’;165 the liturgical re-
newal it envisioned was not an end in itself but a means toward the spiritual
renewal of the Church.166 In order to provide a secure basis for spiritual re-
newal, Sacrosanctum concilium had to be built on a solid theological foundation
grounded in the tradition, as was in fact provided at the beginning of its first
chapter: ‘‘In fact, how else is the liturgy to be understood in these articles if not
as a concrete actualization through sacred signs of the history of salvation cen-
tered on the mystery of Christ, present and active in us? For that is the mystery
which the Bible announces, dogma systematically and synthetically presents
in its depth, spiritual theology teaches to be lived and pastoral theology trans-
mits to its own. If this is true, the liturgy is nothing else than dogma experienced
in its most sacred moments, the Bible prayed, the spirituality of the Church in
its most characteristic act, the summit and font of pastoral activity.’’167

This theological understanding of the liturgy, rooted in the vision of the
fathers, incorporating the teaching of Trent, and drawing on the insights of the
liturgical movement andmagisterial documents of several popes, was intended
to inform a renewed liturgy that would better enable the faithful to live out the
call to holiness soon to be affirmed by the Council in Lumen gentium.

notes

1. Pierre Jounel, ‘‘Genèse et théologie de la constitution ‘Sacrosanctum concilium,’ ’’
Ho Theológos, n.s., 1(3) (1983): 354; Josef Jungmann, ‘‘Constitution on the Sacred Li-
turgy,’’ in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 1, ed. Herbert Vorgrimler
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1967), 11.
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and sent to the council’s Central Commission included throughout the text of the
schema sections titled Declarationes, which provided reasons for its content, further
explanations of how statements made in the schema were to be understood, and ex-
tensive documentation of sources on which the schema was based. When the Central
Commission sent the schema to the future council fathers, these declarationes were
omitted; they are, however, useful for determining what those who wrote SC were
basing it on.

The verbatim citation of Mediator Dei as rationale for the theology of the liturgy in
the first part of Sacrosanctum concilium is found in a declaratio in the schema in Acta et
documenta Concilio Oecumenico Vaticano II Apparando, series 2, vol. 3, pt. 2 (Rome:

theology of the liturgy 119



Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1969), 12. Subsequent references to the schema will refer to
this as Sacrosanctum concilium schema. The section of Mediator Dei cited is found in
Acta apostolicae sedis 39, series 2, vol. 14 (1947), 532.

3. Cipriano Vagaggini, O.S.B., ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ in Constitutio de sacra
liturgia cum commentario. Bibliotheca ‘‘Ephemerides liturgicae,’’ sectio pastoralis 2 (Rome:
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4. Sacrosanctum concilium schema, ‘‘Declaratio,’’ 12; cf. Jounel, ‘‘Genèse et théo-
logie,’’ 358–59.

5. ‘‘Renewal and fostering’’ are used here to translate ‘‘instaurandam et fovendam.’’
Instaurandam refers to renewing or restoring; fovendam means cherishing or fostering.
English translations sometimes render this as ‘‘reform and promotion,’’ which can
create the impression that Sacrosanctum concilium’s main purpose was to change the
outward form of the liturgy. However, the commentaries on Sacrosanctum concilium
written by those on the subcommission that actually drafted the text of chapter 1 (e.g.,
Vagaggini, Schmidt, Jenny, Jungmann) convey the sense that the primary intention was
to increase the faithful’s understanding of the liturgy and love for it, and their par-
ticipation in the supernatural realities mediated by it, so that they could better receive
grace through it—and that changes in the liturgy’s outward form were intended to
enable this.

6. Sacrosanctum concilium, AAS 56 (1964): 97–138. All of the quotations of the
Latin text of Sacrosanctum concilium in this chapter are taken from this volume. Since
this chapter considers Sacrosanctum concilium’s theology of the liturgy, which is not
specifically addressed in chapters 6 (on sacred music) and 7 (on sacred art), these
chapters are not treated here.

7. The pope stated these purposes in his first encyclical, Ad Petri cathedram (June
29, 1959), AAS 51 (1959): 497–531.
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tended meaning for vivendo exprimant; the mystery of Christ means all that Christ is in
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above all in the sacraments. Vagaggini, ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 48.

9. SC 2. (Here and elsewhere, due to the theological density of Sacrosanctum
concilium, it has been necessary to offer an English summary or a paraphrase of the
Latin text, always with references.) For discussion of how the Church’s theandrism in its
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expression in the world, see Vagaggini, ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 48.
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troductory section of Sacrosanctum concilium, including comprehensive and detailed
analysis of SC 2. ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 47–52.
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salvation history, see Sacrosanctum concilium schema ‘‘Declaratio,’’ 13. Jungmann ex-
plained, ‘‘It was to be manifested that in the celebration of the liturgy the history of
salvation is carried forth’’ (Jungmann, ‘‘Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,’’ 11). Fur-
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of the history of redemption; see Herman Schmidt, S.J., La constitution de la sainte
liturgie (Brussels: Editions Lumen Vitae, 1966), 154.
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Documents on the Liturgy 1963–1979: Conciliar, Papal, and Curial Texts (Collegeville,
Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1982), 4–27.

13. SC 6 (ICEL), quoting the Council of Trent, sess. 13 (Oct. 11, 1551), decr. De ss.
Eucharist., cap. 5.
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Centurion, 1964), 16. ‘‘In fact, what is the liturgy except the actuality, under the veil of
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19. SC 8; cf. Vagaggini, ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 61.
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44. Vagaggini, ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 55.
45. Missal of Pius V, Easter preface, as quoted in SC 5 (ICEL).
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47. AAS 35 (1943): 204. Vagaggini notes that Mystici Corporis quotes Leo XIII’s
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48. Vagaggini, ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 56.
49. Council of Trent, sess. 13, Decree on the Holy Eucharist, ch. 5, as quoted in SC 5
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see Vagaggini, ‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 53–57.

50. Sess. 22, ‘‘On the Sacrifice of the Mass,’’ ch. 2, as quoted in SC 7 (ICEL).
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54. Ibid., 529; cf. 522.
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Aquinas, ST III, q. 73, a. 3; q. 83, a. 4; q. 72, a. 12, ad 3; De veritate, 27, a. 4. Vagaggini,
‘‘De sacrae liturgiae natura,’’ 62; idem, ‘‘Fundamental Ideas of the Constitution,’’ 129.
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89. This draws from Odo Casel’s research into patristic sources; see also Jung-

mann, ‘‘Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,’’ 71. Another example of SC’s borrowing
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91. Cf. Cipriano Vagaggini, The Theological Dimension of the Liturgy (Collegeville,

Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1976), 599–600.
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94. Vagaggini, ‘‘Fundamental Ideas of the Constitution,’’ 112. Vagaggini here
advocates the need for all disciplines of theology to consider their objects from the
perspective of salvation history and argues that ‘‘to view this perspective in its natural
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95. Ibid., 113.
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111. E. Lengeling, cited by Jungmann, ‘‘Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,’’ 7; see
also Botte, Le mouvement liturgique, 102–109.

theology of the liturgy 125



112. Capelle, ‘‘Pastoral Theology,’’ 35, cf. 39; Vagaggini, ‘‘Fundamental Ideas of the
Constitution,’’ 100. See also Capelle, ‘‘Pastoral Theology,’’ 39, for Mediator Dei’s treat-
ment of the communal dimension of the liturgy, which is also important in Sacro-
sanctum concilium.

113. Cf. Salvatore Marsili, ‘‘La teologia della liturgia nel Vaticano II,’’ in Anàmnesis,
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6

The Sacraments of the Church

Romanus Cessario, O.P.

This chapter complements that by Dr. Pamela Jackson, a recognized
scholar on the liturgy of the Catholic Church, whose professional
expertise qualifies her to write authoritatively on the history and re-
ception of the conciliar text on the sacred liturgy.1 The objective of the
present chapter is more narrowly conceived to focus on the sacraments
of theChurch and their presentation inSacrosanctum concilium. Imain-
tain that the constitution on the sacred liturgy should be read within a
hermeneutic of continuity with previous Catholic teaching on worship
and sacraments, especially with what the Church teaches about the sac-
raments in the documents of the sixteenth-century Council of Trent.2

To argue that the constitution on the sacred liturgy is to be read in
continuity with the overall tradition of the Church is not a fancy of
twenty-first century revisionism. Cardinal Avery Dulles has reminded
us that the 1985 Synod of Bishops had identified continuity and
complementarity as the guiding principles of interpretation to employ
when reading the documents of the Second Vatican Council.3 In order
to signal the agreement among the contributors to this volume on the
hermeneutics of continuity as the preferred way to read the docu-
ments of the Second Vatican Council, the editors have chosen as the
title for the volume: Vatican II: Renewal within Tradition. It is true, of
course, that the liturgical modifications seem to afford, both for those
who are old enough to remember the Church’s ceremonies before
1964 and for those who have cultivated an appreciation for the pre-
conciliar liturgical forms, one of the best illustrations of the claim
made by some authors that the Second Vatican Council introduced a
moment of discontinuity and even of dramatic change into the life and
tradition of the Catholic Church.4 The correct way of looking at the
history, however, is to accept Sacrosanctum concilium as a milestone in



the Church’s divinely mandated effort to give the world authoritative instruc-
tion about Christian existence, in which the members of Christ’s Body join
him in offering due worship to the eternal Father.5 To employ a phrase found
in the first chapter of the constitution, Sacrosanctum concilium aims to ensure
that Catholics render an integer cultus publicus.6

Some of the misunderstanding that informs contemporary beliefs and
exchanges about the sacraments and liturgical practices arises from the false
assumption that Sacrosanctum concilium is meant and therefore able to sustain
a new constitutive account of Catholic teaching on the sacraments. One clear
sign that this assumption is false appears in a close examination of the Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church, part two, ‘‘The Celebration of the Christian My-
stery,’’ which cites the Council of Trent approximately the same number of
times as it does Sacrosanctum concilium. In the Catechism of the Catholic Church
we find the intended complementarity at work in the authoritative text that
Pope John Paul II describes as ‘‘a statement of the Church’s faith and of
catholic doctrine, attested to or illumined by Sacred Scripture, the Apostolic
Tradition, and the Church’s Magisterium.’’7

This chapter further argues that Sacrosanctum concilium should be read as
a corrective to liturgical irregularities that, since the late modern period, had
become associated with the execution of Catholic liturgy. Leave it to sound li-
turgical theologians to sort out chaff from wheat. What matters is that one read
the conciliar text as a corrective to liturgical discipline and practice, not as an
invitation to construct a new theology of worship and sacraments. To put it
differently, the Second Vatican Council presumes and presupposes what the
Council of Trent had to say about the nature, number, and several effects of the
sacraments, while Sacrosanctum concilium is concerned principally with show-
ing how to live the sacraments, especially how to guide the members of the
Church to enter prayerfully into the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.

To discuss the sacraments as they are found in Sacrosanctum concilium
I develop three considerations adapted to the overall purposes of this volume:
first, some occasional remarks about the formation of the constitution on the
sacred liturgy and about the liturgical movement in the Catholic Church that
preceded it; second, an observation on the structure and the contents of the
constitution, especially as they shape the presentation of the sacraments in the
Catechism of the Catholic Church; and third, a suggestion for students who want
to ensure that their studies in both sacramental theology and liturgy are done
in a manner that respects the overall achievement of the Second Vatican
Council as the Church urges us to understand it, specifically, that the council
be interpreted in continuity with the great tradition of the Church, including
the teachings of earlier councils.8

History

One way to emphasize the continuity of Sacrosanctum concilium with what
went before is to recall the evolution of liturgical studies, especially in Europe,
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that preceded the drafting and the issuance of the conciliar constitution. Ex-
perts in the field of liturgy know that a variegated consensus had been devel-
oping since the beginning of the twentieth century, at least among a profes-
sional class of liturgists and catechists, on many of the specific provisions that
found expression in Sacrosanctum concilium. It should come as no surprise to
discover that the constitution passed the conciliar scrutiny with a practical
unanimity.9

A Pastoral Council

In Germany, shortly after the promulgation on December 4, 1963, of the
constitution on the sacred liturgy, then Father Joseph Ratzinger published the
first of a series of reports about the work of the Second Vatican Council. Later,
these essays were collected and published together in English under the title
Theological Highlights of Vatican II.10 At the end of his section on the liturgical
schema, Father Ratzinger includes the following observations about a prelim-
inary vote on the text that would become known as Sacrosanctum concilium:
‘‘The liturgical debate that many thought had dragged on too long ended on
November 14, 1962, with a vote for the basic adoption of the schema, with the
necessary changes left up to the commission. Even the optimists could not
have expected the result of the voting—2,162 in favor, 46 opposed (with 7
invalid votes). And so the adoption was a decision that both looked to the future
and showed encouragingly that the forces of renewal were stronger than
anyone would have dared hope.’’11 The practical unanimity with which the
council fathers accepted the liturgical schema may be interpreted to suggest
that they found the contents familiar and so judged the essential emphases and
directives framed by the constitution as exhibiting continuity with what they
had come to understand both to constitute the teaching of the Catholic faith
and to govern the sound practice of the Catholic religion.

In order to understand why the fathers overwhelmingly accepted the
composition of Sacrosanctum concilium, we can choose from many of the 130
articles that make up this first of the four constitutions promulgated at the
Second Vatican Council. Let one example suffice. Consider a text in the con-
stitution’s first chapter, one that even today would easily be recognized as a
standard expression of both classical and postconciliar theology: ‘‘Rightly, then,
the liturgy is considered as an exercise of the priestly office of Jesus Christ. In
the liturgy the sanctification of man is signified by signs perceptible to the
senses, and is effected in a way which corresponds with each of these signs; in
the liturgy the whole public worship is performed by the Mystical Body of Jesus
Christ, that is, by the Head and his members.’’12

It would be difficult to point out where in this emblematic paragraph a
serious break occurs with the antecedent theological tradition, such as that
embodied in the teaching of Saint Thomas Aquinas. Again, it is fair to assume
that the reference to the Mystical Body of Christ would have reminded the
bishops of those encyclicals on the Church and on the sacred liturgy issued in
the 1940s by Pope Pius XII, who, during his pontificate between 1939 and
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1958, would have appointed many of the prelates present at the Second Vatican
Council.

In short, nothing in Sacrosanctum concilium seems to have raised theo-
logical warning signs. The bishops, one may assume, understood the consti-
tution as a way of purifying the existing sacramental practice of the Church.
Moreover, in some places a brittle juridicism may have developed that was
associated with the administration of the sacraments, especially of penance.
After the irrational excesses of World War II, a punctilious juridic outlook no
longer suited the religious temper of the times. The academic practice of
associating instruction in the sacraments with instruction in canon law surely
contributed to developing this juridical and somewhat restricted view of sac-
ramental efficacy. Furthermore, the pastoral application of sacramental prac-
tice had introduced into Catholic life certain theological questions that seemed
less urgent in a period nourished by modern studies in biblical, historical, and
ecumenical theology. To cite one example, one may point to the sometimes
overwrought post-Tridentine controversies among seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century scholastic theologians that centered on specifying the differ-
ence between attrition and contrition. These theological debates sought to
determine how the dispositions required in the penitent for a fruitful reception
of the sacrament of penance worked to create a clean heart in the one who
approached the sacred tribunal.13

Curiously, it was not questions of doctrine or discipline but of language
that provoked the greatest number of exchanges among the fathers on the floor
of the Vatican Basilica. Again, as Father Ratzinger noted, ‘‘the subject that
preempted by far the most discussion during the first session was, oddly en-
ough, the debate over the language of the liturgy.’’14 Those who are old enough
to remember the introduction of the vernacular languages into the Church’s
liturgical actions, especially during the Sunday Mass, will recall that the
gradual removal of Latin from the Mass of the Roman Rite signaled for most
ordinary Catholics that change if not renewal was about to seriously affect the
way they practiced their religion. That the question of the use or disuse of the
Latin language gripped the period of the immediate reception of Sacrosanctum
concilium, may be gleaned from a remark made by that distinguished student
of the liturgy, French Oratorian Louis Bouyer (1913–2004). In a book that he
published in 1964, indeed within a year after the promulgation of the conciliar
constitution, Father Bouyer reflected on a certain tension that he observed
among Catholic intellectuals and faithful: ‘‘Just as a fanatical and exclusive
attachment to Latin may be unreasonable and opposed to the good of souls, so,
a desire to suppress any possible use of an ancient language appears equally
unreasonable.’’15 In any event, provision for some use of the vernacular in the
liturgy of the Mass did not keep the fathers from almost unanimously en-
dorsing the proposed constitution on the sacred liturgy, which (one may infer
from Father Boyer’s remark) they did in order to be useful to ‘‘the good of
souls.’’
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The Perils of Ressourcement

The historical background that explains the shape of the original draft and, one
may argue, the almost unanimous acceptance of the liturgical schema is found
in a twentieth-century phenomenon generally referred to as the ‘‘liturgical
movement.’’ Several recent and important accounts of the history of the li-
turgical movement in the Catholic Church, such as the widely acclaimed study
by Father Alcuin Reid, are available.16 There is some advantage to be had,
however, in returning to an account that was written before 1962 (see Louis
Bouyer’s 1955 book, Liturgical Piety, which inaugurated the series titled Li-
turgical Studies).17 Since the lectures that formed the basis for this book were
delivered several years before the announcement of the Second Vatican Coun-
cil, they were not influenced by the sometimes tendentious debates that have
occurred among Catholics of the postconciliar period, although the book’s con-
tents clearly reveal a specifically Gallic outlook on liturgical renewal that ini-
tially exercised considerable influence on postconciliar liturgical attitudes.

In the first chapters of Liturgical Piety, Father Bouyer explores a rich and
interesting period in the life of the Church, especially when one considers that
the liturgical activities, both intellectual and pastoral, which collectively are
considered to constitute the movement, took place during a period in European
history that witnessed two world wars fought mainly within the countries
where this liturgical movement enjoyed its most significant development,
namely, Holland, Belgium, France, Germany, and Austria. This scholar from
France presents to an audience in the United States, continent de l’imaginaire,
as René Rémond describes French outlooks on the United States in the mid-
nineteenth century, a spirited account of developments in the European world
of Catholic liturgy.18 Father Bouyer’s constructive critique of the direction that
liturgical theory and practice had taken during the post-Tridentine period is
expressed with a typical French clarté: ‘‘Nothing of lasting value, then, can be
achieved without a preliminary criticism of both the Baroque and the Romantic
mentality, since the false notion of the nature of the liturgy has been formed by
both periods.’’19 Today we would describe the temper of this opinion as overly
influenced by a preferential option for the primitive.

Other professionals of his generation shared Father Bouyer’s evaluation of
the Baroque and Romantic periods, which include the seventeenth, eighteenth,
and nineteenth centuries. So it became fashionable to criticize Dom Propser
Guéranger (1805–1875) for his restoration of ‘‘all the pomp characteristic of the
later days of Cluny’’ and to praise primitive Benedictinism instead.20 Saint
Francis de Sales (1567–1622) was wrong to tell his beads when he presided at
but did not celebrate the Mass. And so forth. Liturgists came to prefer the very
remote past to the more immediate past. Modern biblical studies and historical
theology, especially patristic studies, began to shape the approach that pro-
fessionals took to liturgy. Critical views of scholastic and Thomist theology also
emerged.

One result of the approach adopted by mid-twentieth-century liturgical
scholars is evident: For the Catholic world afterward, liturgy would no longer
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mean only rubrics and ceremonies. A much-criticized formalism, enforced
with juridical sanctions, gave way to the search for personal experiences of
prayer in the liturgy and active participation by all in liturgical actions. This
project was thought, rightly or wrongly, moreover, to be enhanced by a return
to sources that took the form of recovering the monuments of the Church’s
liturgy. We have now learned, however, that it is not always easy to recover the
remote past. Consider, for example, what was taken to be the restoration of an
ancient practice and which now has become one of the most notable features of
the postconciliar Roman Rite, the offertory procession. Some liturgists claimed
that in the Middle Ages power-grabbing monks had abusively suppressed this
expression of the congregation’s active involvement and prayerful self-offering
in the Mass. Recently, Eamon Duffy has stated convincingly that ‘‘there is in
fact no warrant for supposing that an offertory procession . . .was ever a feature
of the Roman Mass.’’21

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the many details of the
‘‘constructive critique’’ that Father Bouyer and others mounted against those
figures in the liturgical movement that preceded him and his generation.22 No
effort ismade,moreover, to give an account of the accomplishments in the fields
of spirituality and liturgy that may be attributed to both him and other authors
broadly identified with ressourcement theology. At the same time, one thing
should be apparent. The integration of historical retrievals and perspectives
into the overarching divine science that Thomists call the sacra doctrina has not
always been successful. Put simply, liturgical theology requires more than
historical research. Consider, for instance, the hubristic claim made by Josef
Jungmann (1889–1975) in his 1959 book, The Early Liturgy to the Time of
Gregory the Great: ‘‘History is a precious corrective of mere speculation, of
subjective hypothesis. True knowledge of our present liturgy is knowledge
based on the solid rock of historical facts; it is by studying the past that we can
best learn how to shape the future.’’23 This headiness now appears even a bit
ironic when one recalls that the introduction of the offertory procession into
the Roman Mass is said to owe a great deal to the initiative of Jesuit Father
Jungmann.24

The liturgical movement owed its strength not only to theological lecture
series and scholarly monographs but also to the dedicated lives of large
numbers of monks and nuns, as well as to occasional laypersons who seriously
committed themselves to the promotion of the opus Dei as found in the Rule of
Saint Benedict. Liturgical renewal often accompanied social and religious re-
form movements. In the United States, Dorothy Day and her Catholic Worker
Movement offer one example of how liturgical practice and social activism can
combine to promote new emphases in Catholic lay life.25 Mention also should
be made of St. Benedict’s Center at Harvard Square in Boston, Massachusetts,
which drew students to the Catholic faith through the study of Thomism and
an introduction to Benedictine spirituality adapted to the needs of layper-
sons.26 I mention these notable examples from preconciliar Catholic life in the
United States in order to illustrate that some partisans of liturgical renewal
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found their enthusiasm compatible with the styles of classical, indeed even of
neoscholastic, theology.

From the start of the twentieth century, the liturgical movement attracted
many participants. In his edition of and commentary on the constitution on
the sacred liturgy, Herman Schmidt, S.J., onetime professor at the Pontifical
Gregorian University in Rome, identifies some of the key events and figures
that shaped the twentieth-century liturgical renewal.27 He begins his short
account with the 1903motu proprio of Pope Pius X, Tra le sollecitudini, and then
reports on the theological polemics that accompanied developments in bibli-
cal, liturgical, and ecumenical studies before Word War I.28

Father Schmidt further remarks on the boost that Pope Pius XI gave to li-
turgical renewal by the issuance of his 1928 apostolic constitution on divine
worship, Divini cultus, and goes on to describe the pastorally oriented liturgical
initiatives that arose mainly in Germany and Austria before World War II. The
author continues with an account of the reprise of these initiatives that took
place as early as 1946 at the Maestricht congress held under the direction of the
German Benedictine Dom Odo Casel (1884–1961). He also notes with pleasure
the November 20, 1947, encyclical Mediator Dei and observes certain affinities
between this encyclical on the sacred liturgy and the two encyclicals of Pius XII
issued in 1943, namely, Mystici Corporis Christi (June 29) and Divino afflante
Spiritu (September 30). This triad of encyclicals, one may argue, reflects the
theological agenda for students, who, especially in Europe, began their theo-
logical studies during the immediate postwar period: liturgical, biblical, eccle-
siological, and ecumenical studies.29 Lastly, Father Schmidt reminds his readers
that Pope Pius XII also enacted practical reforms of the Church’s liturgical
celebrations, especially those in the early 1950s that altered the way that mon-
asteries and parishes throughout the Catholic world observed the liturgical cer-
emonies of Holy Week. It is easy to imagine that the whole life of the Church
during the decades immediately preceding the early 1960s was accustoming the
future participants in the Second Vatican Council to see that shepherding li-
turgical renewal is part of the everyday routine of episcopal governance.

Other activities also shaped the outlook of bishops and priests in the period
immediately preceding the January 25, 1959, announcement of the Second
Vatican Council by Blessed Pope John XXIII. From the early 1950s, interna-
tional congresses were held throughout Europe that galvanized the interest of
both clergy and laity in realizing aesthetically heightened celebrations of the
Mass and the other sacraments. The emphases of twentieth-century liturgical
and theological research, writing, and teaching were formed in part by scholars
who, having been named experts to assist the prelates of the Second Vatican
Council, gathered as early as October 1963 around the archbishop of Bologna,
Giacomo Cardinal Lercaro (1891–1976). Cardinal Lercaro was one of the prin-
cipal (albeit controversial) figures at the Second Vatican Council and was also
known to have been especially active in promoting what was then referred to as
liturgical renewal.30 The official periti at the council included E. Bonet; A.
Dirks; J. A. Jungmann; A.-G. Martimort; H. Schmidt; C. Vagaggini; J. Wagner;
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Frederick McManus, a Boston priest; and, after the first session, the American
Benedictine Godfrey Diekmann.31 After the close of the council, these scholars
continued to implement the renewal.

Sacraments

The constitution on the sacred liturgy that was promulgated in December 1963
comprises an introduction (nos. 1–4), seven chapters (nos. 5–130), and one
appendix. The introduction states the purposes that lie behind the issuing of a
constitution on the sacred liturgy and concludes with an expression of pastoral
urgency on the part of the fathers: The council ‘‘sees particularly cogent reasons
for undertaking the reform and promotion of the liturgy.’’32 The companion
chapter in this volume discusses the overall structure of the constitution.33 Of
special interest to the topic at hand, however, is chapter 3, which addresses the
sacraments other than the Eucharist and sacramentals:De ceteris sacramenta et de
sacramentalibus. The relationship of the Eucharist to the other sacraments is
adumbrated in article 6 of the constitution, where it is said that the apostles were
sent both to preach and ‘‘to enact what they were announcing through sacrifice
and sacraments, the things around which the whole of the liturgical life re-
volves.’’34 The twenty-four articles of chapter 3 support the view that, at least with
regard to the sacraments other than the Eucharist, the fathers of the council
aimed to correct liturgical practices that they believed (for whatever reason)
should be corrected and at the same time they were not concerned with making
fundamental adjustments to the theology of the sacraments. As Liam Walsh
points out in a commentary published in 1966, the vast majority of the articles
(nos. 63–82) are devoted to matters of liturgical discipline.35

The commentatorial literature that aims to interpret the constitution on
the sacred liturgy is, as I have already suggested, both ample and diverse.
Those authors who read the document within the context of the theological
emphases present in the other constitutions and in light of the sound theo-
logical work that had been developed in old Europe during the first half of the
twentieth century wrote by and large edifying discourse.36 Take for example
the themes that the aforementioned Father Schmidt identified as those that
illuminate the theological spirit behind Sacrosanctum concilium. He orders his
materials under the following headings: Emmanuel; Jesus Christ is the same
yesterday and today, he will be so forever; sacred signs; the word of God; the
People of God. Similar themes, it is true, emerge also in the commentaries of
Fathers Louis Bouyer and Josef Jungmann, to name two periti whom I cite in
this chapter.37 Father Schmidt, however, appears to have observed one of the
principles that would later find expression in the 1985 extraordinary assembly
of the Synod of Bishops: Each passage and document of the council must be
interpreted in the context of all the others, so that the council’s integral
teaching may be rightly grasped.38 Complementarity with what has gone be-
fore is assumed. In his 2005 article, ‘‘From Ratzinger to Benedict,’’ Cardinal
Avery Dulles, summarizing the present pope’s view about what Sacrosanctum
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concilium was meant to accomplish, excludes one option: ‘‘The council fathers,
[Ratzinger] insists, had no intention of initiating a liturgical revolution.’’39

The sixteenth-century Protestant Reform wreaked much havoc on the li-
turgical life of the Catholic Church, as any informed persons will recognize
when they visit European cathedrals now in the hands of other religious de-
nominations. Indeed, lamentable signs of liturgical revolutions, often icono-
clastic in spirit and effect, are found throughout ancient Christendom, both
Eastern and Western. As far as we know, however, the liturgical reforms im-
plemented after the Council of Trent did not create commotion within the
ranks of the faithful. Historians, for example, do not record dissatisfaction in
the immediate wake of the liturgical provisions that Michael Ghislieri (1504–
1572), who reigned as Pope Pius V from January 7, 1566, to May 1, 1572,
imposed in the late sixteenth century. One noted historian of the period, Nicole
Lemaı̂tre, a biographer of Pius V, has ventured to explain the motivation that
fueled the pope’s resoluteness in implementing the post-Tridentine liturgical
reforms by appealing to his holiness and personal character. She explains that
Saint Pius V lived his life with such an ardent and conscious expectation of the
return of Christ the Lord that the thought never entered his mind that any
liturgical changes would be required before the Parousia.40 In other words, the
immutability of the eternal liturgy set the standards for the Church’s liturgy on
earth. It may be interesting to observe that, in his aforementioned article,
Cardinal Dulles also reports that ‘‘Ratzinger in several places laments the
abruptness with which the Missal of Paul VI was imposed after the council,
with its summary suppression of the so-called Tridentine Mass.’’41

The Council of Trent, and by extension the Roman Missal promulgated by
Pope Pius V in 1570, appears in an opening article of the Second Vatican
Council’s liturgy constitution, which, in connection with presenting the cau-
sality at work in the sacraments, cites the second chapter of the ‘‘Teaching on
the Mass, of the Council of Trent, session 22 of September 17, 1562.’’42 Pius V
effectively reformed more than the Roman Missal and Breviary. Earlier, on
September 24, 1566, he published the catechism of the Council of Trent, the
so-called Roman Catechism.43 It is useful to compare the structure of the second
part of this sixteenth-century catechism with the parallel section of the Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church issued by Pope John Paul II on October 11, 1992,
thirty years after the opening of the Second Vatican Council. In the Roman
Catechism, which was addressed to pastors, the word ‘‘liturgy’’ does not appear
in the introductory section of part two, chapter 1, which is titled ‘‘De sacra-
mentis in genere.’’ Instead, we find an exhortation addressed to parish priests
on the importance of the sacraments: ‘‘The exposition of every part of Christian
doctrine demands knowledge and industry on the part of the pastor. But in-
struction on the Sacraments, which, by the ordinance of God, are a necessary
means of salvation and a plenteous source of spiritual advantage, demands in a
special manner his talents and industry.’’44

In complementary contrast, the introductory section to part two of the
Catechism of the Catholic Church begins with the question, ‘‘Why the Liturgy?’’
Ten paragraphs are devoted to explicating what the Church means by ‘‘liturgy.’’
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In one of them, a quotation from Sacrosanctum concilium, article 7, which
mentions ‘‘full public worship,’’ helps to answer the question, what does the
word ‘‘liturgy’’ mean?45 Although the contrast is evident, the complementarity
of the two approaches can also be discerned. Instead of an encouragement to
priests to teach people about the sacraments, the bishops (to whom the Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church is addressed) are given an outline to explain what
the liturgy is within the Church of Christ. Within this overarching context,
instruction on the sacraments in general and in particular is located.

What conclusions may we draw from the comparison of the diverse in-
troductory texts on the sacraments that are found in two of the authorized cat-
echisms that have been published in the Church since the late sixteenth cen-
tury? First of all, in its second article, ‘‘Arrangement of Material,’’ the apostolic
constitution Fidei depositum adverts to the structural differences that exist be-
tween the catechism of Saint Pius V and that of Pope John Paul II. The
apostolic constitution notes that the Catechism of the Catholic Church follows
the same ordering of the main parts, creed, sacraments, commandments, and
prayer as that followed by the Roman Catechism. At the same time, the Cate-
chism of the Catholic Church offers something ‘‘new’’ in the presentation of the
sacraments that responds ‘‘to the questions of our age.’’ The following text
from Fidei depositum illustrates the overall emphasis that one finds in the new
presentation of doctrinal materials: ‘‘The Liturgy itself is prayer; the confession
of faith finds its proper place in the celebration of worship. Grace, the fruit of
the sacraments, is the irreplaceable condition for Christian living, just as
participation in the Church’s Liturgy requires faith. If faith is not expressed in
works, it is dead (cf. Jas 2:14–16) and cannot bear fruit unto eternal life.’’46

The liturgy occupies a key place in the presentation of the Christian life
and of the faith that sustains it. This introduction of liturgy as such into a
general description of the Catholic life is innovative, or ‘‘new,’’ as the apostolic
constitution itself avows. Furthermore, the claim is made that this innovation
responds to ‘‘the questions of our age.’’47 The great figures of the liturgical
movement would have agreed wholeheartedly.

To grasp what is different about the ‘‘new way’’ of presenting the sacra-
ments that one finds in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, it is useful to com-
pare what is said in the Roman Catechism about the rites that accompany the
sacraments. The introductory section to the second part (where the word
‘‘liturgy’’ is not found) contains a section titled ‘‘ceremonies.’’ Here is what is
said under the heading of ‘‘Caeremoniae,’’ which approaches one meaning of
the preconciliar use of the word ‘‘liturgy’’:

To (the matter and form) are added certain ceremonies. These cannot
be omitted without sin, unless in case of necessity; yet, if at any time
they be omitted, the Sacrament is not thereby invalidated, since the
ceremonies do not pertain to its essence. It is not without good reason
that the administration of the Sacraments has been at all times, from
the earliest ages of the Church, accompanied with certain solemn
rites. There is, in the first place, the greatest propriety in manifesting
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such a religious reverence to the sacred mysteries as to make it appear
that holy things are handled by holy men. Secondly, these ceremonies
serve to display more fully the effects of the Sacraments, placing them,
as it were, before our eyes, and to impress more deeply on the minds
of the faithful the sanctity of these sacred institutions. Thirdly, they
elevate to sublime contemplation the minds of those who behold and
observe them with attention, and excite within them faith and charity.
To enable the faithful, therefore, to know and understand clearly the
meaning of the ceremonies made use of in the administration of each
Sacrament should be an object of special care and attention.48

This section occurs within a summary discussion of basic sacramental theol-
ogy that is broadly based on the order of the topics found in the tertia pars of the
Summa theologiae.49 One emphasis from this text is clear: Liturgy understood
as the decorous performance of the external rites is ordered to serve the sac-
raments. The sacraments themselves, that is, precisely as sign-causes of divine
grace, are not considered an instance of enacting the liturgy.

Whatever one may say about the way the liturgical handbooks of the early
twentieth century defined liturgy as the official form for the external worship of
the Church, it is evident upon comparing the previously mentioned texts that
different but complementary emphases are represented in the two catechisms.
The question Father Bouyer formulated about pre-1950s’ liturgical outlooks is
‘‘whether we could find in the liturgy any training in prayer, or whether,
indeed, we could consider the liturgy itself to be a prayer in any proper sense of
the word.’’50 One could argue that the Catechism of the Catholic Church, which
takes up the teaching of Sacrosanctum concilium, reflects the influence of the
liturgical movement, at least as it was understood by an author like French
Oratorian Louis Bouyer. The question that remains to be asked is whether the
retrieval of what is considered a more ancient understanding of the liturgy of
the Church has helped accomplish the corrective work of Sacrosanctum con-
cilium. One does not have to be a Baroque bishop or a Gothic-revival monk or
even a punctilious rubricist to harbor the suspicion that Catholics would better
appreciate the sacramental causality at work in the Church’s liturgy were
celebrants given to pay careful, indeed prayerful, attention to the prescribed
rubrics. On the other hand, today’s widespread liturgical informality and even
slovenliness can hardly be attributed to Sacrosanctum concilium. An attentive
reading of this constitution reveals that the fathers were intent upon making
the causal efficacy of the sacraments more attractive and comprehensible to the
Catholic people, not reducing the sacraments to empty symbols of a creature-
centered religious ritualism.

Suggestions for Further Study

While Fathers Bouyer and Josef Jungmann were spending the summers lec-
turing at the University of Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana, Father Bernard
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Leeming, S.J., was carrying on the trade of the sacramental theologian as it had
been practiced more or less since the publication of the Roman Catechism. In
1956 he published an article that gives a sort of state-of-the-union report to
sacramental theologians.51 Father Leeming, who in his day was an acknowl-
edged expert in sacramental theology, reported the following about sacra-
mental theology: (1) the method of doing sacramental theology has been af-
fected by the renewal of biblical studies and a new emphasis on the study of
words and language; (2) there exists accelerated theological inquiry into ques-
tions such as the objective efficacy of the sacraments, the nature of sacramental
grace (which had been a disputed question among the classical theologians),
the manner of the dominical institution of the sacraments, the requirements of
the minister, the nature of the priesthood of all of the faithful, specifically
whether the notion is mystical, metaphorical, or analogical, and the intention
required of the minister, specifically whether mistaken beliefs (such as may be
found among non-Catholic ministers) create a defect of intention, the concept
of the validity of the sacraments as it was discussed within what may now be
described as the nascent ecumenical movement, and, lastly, debates on ques-
tions associated with the sacrament of confirmation; (3) ‘‘wider trends’’ also
continue to develop in the theology, which include the bourgeoning antischol-
astic spirit (which favors what the author describes as an ‘‘inclusive’’ trend,
occasioned by the return-to-the-sources movement),52 the status of Odo Casel’s
‘‘mystery-presence’’ theory, which he identifies with the Southern German
liturgical renewal,53 discussions about what the sacraments permanently ac-
complish in the life of the Christian, and, finally, the relationship of the sac-
raments to the Church. This tally sheet of theological discussion topics gives us
some idea of the state of the discipline of sacramental theology on the eve of the
Second Vatican Council.

I conclude this chapter on the sacraments in Sacrosanctum concilium by
offering a brief survey of the present state of sacramental theology. In the
middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the study of sacramental
theology remains almost exclusively subordinated to the programs in liturgical
studies. Although one may find some exceptions to this general rule, perhaps
in the ecclesiastical faculties in Rome, students, especially in the United States,
who express an interest in studying the sacraments are confided to the care of
professional liturgists. One effect of this transposition is that the topics dis-
cussed in the discipline reflect the interests of the professional liturgists. To
identify the explanatory factors behind this evolution requires further research.
Such an inquiry would need to include an analysis of the philosophical pref-
erences, such as anthropology, phenomenology of symbol, sociology, and
philosophy of language, that emerge in studies that aim to elucidate the nature
of social groups and their cohesion. The inquiry should also probe the reasons
many theologians consider metaphysics less likely to be useful in sacramental
theology than did the classical scholastic theologians.54 Few would contest that
while the majority of the seminarians enrolled in programs of formation in the
United States are able to air views on sacramental symbolism, very few are
trained to give accounts of sacramental causality or even efficacy.
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More than a few pastoral situations have become apparent over the past
decade that suggest the failure of the theological community to teach the clas-
sical theses on the sacraments and thus arguably betray the pastoral objectives
of Sacrosanctum concilium. One may point to the widely publicized reports
from the bishops of the United States that indicate that only a small percentage
of American Catholics have been taught about the Real Presence, or to the
waning interest in receiving (and in some cases, sadly, of administering55) the
sacraments of healing, or, again, to the dramatic drop in priestly vocations that
is reported in many parts of the country. Also, there are the cultural challenges
to Christian marriage to consider, including the high rate of divorce among
Catholics. Finally, there are the reported abuses of the Holy Eucharist, the
redress of which occupies the lengthy Instruction on Certain Matters to Be Ob-
served or to Be Avoided regarding the Most Holy Eucharist, issued by the Holy See
in 2004 under the Latin title Redemptionis sacramentum. It is not my purpose to
suggest causal connections between the documented, depreciated state of Cath-
olic sacramental practice in the life of the Church, especially in Western
Europe and North America, and the preconciliar liturgical movement or what
is worthy in postconciliar liturgical programs and studies. One must, however,
conclude that present-day sacramental theology requires a new kind of res-
sourcement, one that draws heavily on the tertia pars of Saint Thomas Aqui-
nas’s Summa theologiae and the commentatorial tradition (including the au-
thors of the Baroque period) that follows upon it.56

Some resources are available for the student who wishes to stand back and,
with the help of Saint Thomas Aquinas, take a fresh look at sacramental
theology. A recent example is Dominican Liam Walsh’s 2005 essay, ‘‘Sacra-
ments,’’ published in The Theology of Thomas Aquinas.57 Allow me especially to
warmly recommend two volumes by another member of the Irish Dominican
Province, Father Colman O’Neill, O.P., who at his death was teaching dog-
matic theology at the University of Fribourg in Switzerland. These are Sacra-
mental Realism58 and his earlier Meeting Christ in the Sacraments.59 The second
of these books is a complete course of sacramental theology developed around
the time that Sacrosanctum concilium was being drafted. The revised version
takes into account important developments that occurred through the 1980s,
especially the publication of the 1983 Code of Canon Law. The first book,
Sacramental Realism, offers a solid account of the principles of sacramental
theology, with special attention to the question of sacramental causality. This
book contains material not easily available elsewhere about Catholic teaching
on the sacraments. Among the new generation of postconciliar theologians is
the prolific Matthew Levering, whose Sacrifice and Community aims to retrieve
both ‘‘what is new and what is old’’ (see Mt 13:52) by exploring the character of
the Eucharist as communion in and through sacrifice.60

In Summa theologiae III, question 62, article 5, Saint Thomas reminds us
that, by his passion, Christ inaugurated the rites of the Christian religion (‘‘per
suam passionem initiavit ritum Christianae religionis’’). Religion is a virtue
that belongs to the cardinal virtue of justice. Justice prescribes what is due to
another. ‘‘Clearly, then,’’ writes Aquinas, ‘‘religion is a virtue because it pays
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the debt of honor to God.’’61 Even Father Schmidt acknowledges that the
bishops thought that the early drafts of Sacrosanctum concilium relegated la
glorification de Dieu to a second level of importance. As a result, the phrase was
added, he reports, in different articles.62 Perhaps the time has come to examine
the sacramental instruction and practice that exist in the Church in order to see
whether they conform to the truth that Aquinas recalls when discussing the
necessity of the sacraments in Summa theologiae III, question 61, article 1:
‘‘Now it is necessary for human salvation that men should be united in one
denomination constituted by true religion.’’63

The sacraments of the new law create communion on earth. The various
implications of the already-mentioned axiom, which Aquinas adapts from the
writings of Saint Augustine, will best be discovered by a careful return to the
sources of theology (the new ressourcement) that these two great Western
doctors have put at the disposal of the whole Church. Only true religion creates
communion. The renewal of sacramental theology should proceed on the as-
sumption that the Holy Spirit guided what the fathers of the Second Vatican
Council had to say about the sacraments of the Church. This conciliar voice is
clear enough to enable readers of Sacrosanctum concilium to resist the proposals
of those sacramental theologians who today legitimate their own real ruptures
with the Catholic sacramental tradition by appeal to the first document issued
by the Second Vatican Council.
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7

Doctrinal Perspectives on the

Church in the Modern World

J. Brian Benestad

The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World
(Gaudium et spes) is divided into two parts. Preceded by a preface and a
brief introduction, part I primarily lays out doctrinal principles, but
not without suggesting pastoral applications. Part II has mainly a
pastoral orientation but on the firm ground of doctrinal principles;
therefore, it has both contingent and permanent elements.1 Gaudium
et spes is a constitution and stands as one of the four pillars of the
council, along with Lumen gentium, Dei verbum, and Sacrosanctum
concilium, respectively the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, the
Dogmatic Constitution on Revelation, and the Constitution on the
Liturgy, which is also a doctrinal document but without ‘‘dogmatic’’ in
the title. Gaudium et spes develops the council’s doctrine on the nature
of the Church and must be understood in the light of Lumen gentium
and not vice versa. The title of the constitution mentions ‘‘the Church
in the world of this time’’ so as not to give the impression that the
Church stands over against the world but, like every other institution,
is just a presence in the world of today.

Ten years after the publication of Gaudium et spes, Joseph Rat-
zinger wrote an article that explained that the preface (GS 1–3) of this
council document had been used in Europe, especially in the Neth-
erlands, to justify a close identification with the concerns of the world.
Ratzinger criticized the preface for its astounding optimism. ‘‘An at-
titude of critical reserve with respect to the formative forces of the new
age was to be given up through a decisive involvement in its move-
ment.’’2 Otherwise stated, the preface of Gaudium et spes did not show
sufficient awareness of the tension between the Catholic tradition and
the modern philosophy, which exercises a strong influence in the
contemporary era. For example, it had nothing to say about moral



relativism, the invocation of rights for bad ends, or the growing influence of
historicism. It did not sufficiently warn people ‘‘of the perilous frailty of hu-
man nature which has been a threat to human progress in all the periods of
history.’’3 Despite the limitations of the preface, it does not seem to me that a
careful reading of this brief text justified any kind of secularization.

In the same article Ratzinger also mentioned his opinion that the rest of
Gaudium et spes after the preface did purify and deepen the heritage of the
Catholic tradition.4 In a recent address to the Roman Curia, Pope Benedict XVI
said that Vatican Council II has to be rediscovered today by paying close at-
tention to the text of its documents. Those documents cannot be properly
interpreted, he argues, with ‘‘a hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture’’ but
only with a ‘‘hermeneutic of reform.’’ The real council is found in the texts, not
in some vague ‘‘spirit’’ of the council that would constitute a rupture with the
deposit of faith. With this focus I reflect on the introduction and part I.5

Articles 4–10 are titled ‘‘Introductory Statement, the Human Condition in
Today’s World.’’ This introduction purports to be a phenomenological de-
scription of the world at the time of the council. The council undertakes this
project because ‘‘in every age it is the duty of the Church to scrutinize the signs
of the time and to interpret them in the light of the Gospel’’ (no. 4, modified
translation). Much of this introductory statement is not particularly illumi-
nating, with a few very noteworthy exceptions.

Most notable is the council’s observation that ‘‘the change in mentality and
structures frequently calls into question the bona recepta, especially among the
young’’ (GS 7, modified trans.). Those Latin words are translated as ‘‘accepted
values’’ or ‘‘traditional values.’’ In my mind, a more accurate translation would
read something like ‘‘long-accepted religious beliefs and practices, as well as
the traditional virtues.’’ At this point in time the bona recepta have been further
called into question. A second related conciliar observation is that ‘‘growing
multitudes are abandoning religion in practice’’ (GS 7, modified trans.). People
are profoundly shaken by the denial of God or religion found in the areas of
philosophy, literature, the arts, humanities, history, and the civil laws. Not
rarely are such denials presented ‘‘as a requirement of scientific progress or of
a new type of humanism’’ (GS 7, modified trans.). The Catholic Church is still
reeling form this phenomenon.

After listing various imbalances in the world without any incisive com-
mentary (GS 8), the council says that ‘‘it devolves on humanity to establish a
political, social, and economic order which will to an ever better extent serve
man and help individuals as well as groups to affirm and perfect the dignity
proper to them’’ (ad dignitatem sibi propriam affirmandam et excolendam, GS
9, modified trans. and my emphasis). This notion of various communities
playing a role in refining, ennobling, and perfecting human dignity is an ex-
tremely important contribution of Gaudium et spes both to the Catholic Church
and to the whole world. Part I has a lot to say on the foundation, meaning,
permanence, and perfecting of human dignity. The last theme has yet to be
integrated into most presentations of Catholic social doctrine in the United
States.
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The rest of section nine contains examples of affirming and perfecting
human dignity. The council mentions the provision of material goods to people
in the developing nations, greater freedom for citizens in many parts of the
world, the possibility of more people participating in the political and cultural
life of their nations, equality for women before the law, greater opportunity for
laborers and farmers to develop their talents, the extension of the benefits of
culture to everyone, and greater brotherhood within and among nations. Most
of these examples are readily accepted as ways to show respect for human
dignity. What is not so readily understood is the conciliar teaching in part I that
the education of themind, the purification of the heart, and greater unity among
human beings, based on truth, are important ways to elevate and perfect hu-
man dignity.

The last article of this section contains several very important points. First,
the council affirms that there is a close connection between the disorder in the
soul and that in society, echoing on this point the grand Catholic tradition,
represented especially by St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, and St. Thomas
More. Here are the council’s words: ‘‘Indeed, as a weak sinful being, man not
rarely does what he would not, and fails to do what he would. Hence, he suffers
from internal divisions, and from these flow so many and such great discords
in society’’ (GS 10). This means that the Church and society must pay attention
to the formation of the character of citizens in order to make possible the
bringing about of a just social order. This conciliar position is opposed to that
strain of modern political philosophy that holds that justice is best sought by
establishing the most appropriate structures and passing the best laws, with
scant or no attention paid to the virtues and vices of individuals.

The council fully recognizes both the difficulty of addressing contempo-
rary problems faced by humanity and of finding answers to the grand ques-
tions about the purpose of human existence and the shape of the best political
and social order. In order to be of some assistance to the world the council
proposes, ‘‘in the light of Christ . . . to speak to all in order to illuminate the
mystery of man and to cooperate in finding a solution to the principal prob-
lems of our time’’ (GS 10, modified trans.). The council explains that it is the
Church’s belief ‘‘that Christ, who died and was raised up for all, can through
his Spirit offer man the light and the strength to measure up to his supreme
vocation’’ (ibid., modified trans.).

The Church and the Vocation of Human Beings

Part I begins with a prefatory article (GS 11) that explains that the Church will
have a dialogue with unbelievers ‘‘on the question who and what man really
is.’’6 To this end the Church, ‘‘moved by faith’’ under the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, ‘‘seeks to discern [discernere replaces animadvertere (to take notice of)
from an earlier draft7] the true signs of God’s presence and purpose’’ (GS 11).
The emphasis on discernment calls to mind the traditional Catholic teaching
on the discernment of spirits so prominent in the Spiritual Exercises of

doctrinal perspectives on the church in the modern world 149



St. Ignatius. Gaudium et spes expresses the Church’s belief that discernment
and action under the influence of faith will lead to a true humanism.8

The Nature and Basis of Human Dignity

The next eleven articles, which make up chapter 1 (GS 12–22), address sub-
jects that pertain to the dignity of the human person. I first briefly discuss the
prevailing view of human dignity and then present the contrasting view of
Gaudium et spes, which focuses on the perfecting of human dignity. This goal
has enormous implications for ethics and social ethics and exercises an in-
fluence on the subjects treated in part II. Later in this section I take up the
other subjects discussed in relation to human dignity. Because of the greater
significance of chapter 1 on human dignity, I devote more space to it than to
chapters 2, 3, and 4, respectively, on people in community, human activity in
the world, and the mission of the Church in the contemporary world. Pope
Benedict’s first encyclical, Deus caritas est, further clarifies the text of Gaudium
et spes on themission of the Church in the world by discussing her contribution
to justice.

Liberal regimes dispose citizens to have an incomplete understanding of
human dignity. People are said to have dignity because they are autonomous
and capable of making choices. According to the commonest opinion in con-
temporary society, the dignity of the human person is especially secured by
ensuring the protection of rights. The initial and primary emphasis on rights
is, of course, a logical step since the autonomous exercise of choice requires the
possession of rights. Catholic social doctrine certainly agrees that the dignity of
the human person needs the protection of rights but stresses that people have
to exercise their rights in the light of moral law; otherwise, they will diminish
their dignity. This kind of emphasis is nearly absent in a liberal democracy.

Another consequence of understanding dignity as constituted by human
autonomy is linking the assessment of human dignity to a person’s quality of
life, especially the capacity to make autonomous choices. It is now commonly
thought that people’s dignity diminishes with their declining quality of life.
Some argue that they are not entitled to the same rights as healthy individuals.
The Terri Schiavo case showed that the courts and many people gave their
approval to the withdrawing of food and water from her because of her poor
quality of life.

Pope John Paul II refers to the contemporary assault on the traditional
understanding of human dignity in his Evangelium vitae: ‘‘We must also
mention the mentality which tends to equate personal dignity with the capacity for
verbal and explicit, or at least perceptible communication. It is clear that on the
basis of these presuppositions there is no place in the world for anyone who,
like the unborn or the dying, is a weak element in the social structure, or for
anyone who appears completely at the mercy of others and radically dependent
on them, and can only communicate through the silent language of a profound
sharing of affection.’’9
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This way of understanding the human person is highly individualistic,
even tyrannical, and fails to appreciate the rhythm of life, in which a person
moves from the weakness and dependence of the unborn, to the strength of
adulthood, to the weakness of old age. Even during the time of people’s
strength, they are dependent in various ways for their physical, intellectual,
and spiritual care. In the Catholic mind, human beings retain their dignity
when they are receiving care and may even grow in dignity. Think of those who
accept their dependance and suffering as a way of identifying with the passion
of Christ.

The liberal understanding of dignity is a challenge to the Catholic Church
both in the area of ordinary catechetics and Catholic social thought. Careful
education is necessary for Catholics to understand that the dignity of the hu-
man person is not essentially constituted by the ability to make choices. Ac-
cording to Catholic teaching, people have dignity for three reasons: They are
created in the image and likeness of God, redeemed by Jesus Christ, and des-
tined for eternal life in communion with God.10

This threefold foundation for human dignity (creation, redemption, and
the call to communion with God) is both unshakable and instructive. No act of
the human person can remove this foundation. Even when people commit the
worst sins and crimes and suffer diminished physical and spiritual capacities
they retain human dignity. While informed Christians often acknowledge and
emphasize this Christian teaching about the permanent character of hu-
man dignity, rarely do Catholics hear that human dignity is also a goal or an
achievement. But this perfection of human dignity is the clear implication of
the threefold foundation of human dignity.

Given the foundation of human dignity and the reality of sin and error, it
logically follows that all, with the help of God’s grace, will have to strive and
strain to reach their ultimate goal, communion with the triune God. All human
beings are able to do this, argues Pope John Paul II, because God ‘‘willed to
leave man ‘in the power of his own counsel’ [cf. Sir 15:14], so that he would seek
his Creator of his own accord and would arrive at full and blessed perfection by
cleaving to God’’ (GS 17, modified trans.).11 Christians continually achieve or
perfect their dignity by seeking the truth, resisting sin, practicing virtue, and
repenting when they succumb to temptation. In other words, dignity is not just
a permanent possession that is unaffected by the way we live. In one sense,
dignity may also be diminished by a life of sin or continuously appropriated
over a lifetime by seeking perfection, as John Paul II said.

In Rerum novarum Pope Leo XIII made the same point using language
characteristic of Thomas Aquinas: ‘‘True dignity and excellence in men resides
in moral living, that is, in virtue.’’12 Saint Leo the Great’s famous Christmas
sermon states this point in a memorable way: ‘‘Christian, recognize your
dignity, and now that you share in God’s own nature, do not return by sin to
your former base condition.’’13 It is significant that this quotation stands as the
first sentence in the section on morality in the new Catechism of the Catholic
Church. It immediately directs attention to the necessity of achieving or per-
fecting human dignity by living a moral life.
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Gaudium et spes has a number of passages that indicate the perfection that
dignity requires of an individual. In its section on the theology of the body, the
text says, ‘‘But the very dignity of man requires that he glorify God in his body
and does not permit the body to serve the perverse inclinations of his heart’’
(GS 14, modified trans.). So, the use of the body to engage in adultery, forni-
cation, or any other bodily sin is a failure to respect the requirements of human
dignity and the glory of God. To commit sins with the body is to act beneath
one’s dignity and therefore is an assault on human dignity.

The next article makes the point that ‘‘the intellectual nature of the human
person is perfected by wisdom and needs to be. For wisdom gently attracts the
mind of man to a quest and a love for what is true and good’’ (GS 15). In ad-
dition to doing what is good, it is the seeking and finding of the truth that
‘‘maintains the dignity of man,’’ as Cardinal Ratzinger has pointed out.14 The
corollary is also true. Failure to seek the truth endangers the maintenance of
one’s dignity. In article 16, which is on conscience, the text says, ‘‘Man has in
his heart a law written by God. To obey that law is his very dignity and ac-
cording to which he will be judged’’ (modified trans.). In other words, dis-
obedience of God’s law is synonymous with acting beneath one’s dignity, and
God’s favorable judgment of human beings depends on fidelity to the dictates
of their conscience. Otherwise stated, obeying their formed conscience perfects
the dignity of human beings.

Gaudium et spes further adds these thoughts: ‘‘Man’s dignity demands that
he act according to a knowing and free choice. . . .Man achieves [the perfection
of his dignity] when emancipating himself from all captivity to passion, he
pursues his goal in a spontaneous choice of what is good, and procures for
himself through effective and skillful action, apt means to that end. Since
man’s freedom has been damaged by sin, only by the help of God’s grace can
he bring such a relationship with God into full flower’’ (GS 17).

Finally, in the last two articles of part I the text reads, ‘‘The Church holds
that the recognition of God is no way hostile to the dignity of man, since this
dignity is rooted and perfected in God’’ (in ipso Deo fundatur et perficiatur, GS
19). It is communion with God that perfects the dignity of human beings,
which can come about only through cooperation with God’s grace. In the last
article the text says that ‘‘Christ fully reveals man to himself and makes clear
his most high vocation’’ (GS 22, modified trans.), namely, communion with
God and with others through union with Christ. Pope John Paul II may have
quoted this sentence from Vatican II more than any other conciliar text. Fi-
nally,Gaudium et spesmakes clear that the perfection of human dignity is a gift
made available to all through the death and resurrection of Jesus and the
mysterious action of the Holy Spirit, who ‘‘in a manner known only to God
offers to all the possibility of being associated with this paschal mystery’’ (GS
22, modified trans.).

Pope John Paul II goes so far as to say that martyrdom is ‘‘the supreme
glorification of human dignity.’’15 This statement makes eminent sense be-
cause martyrs achieve the summit of human dignity by laying down their lives
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for God and neighbor. This is the reason Christians hold martyrs in such high
regard.

Having discerned the essential elements of human dignity, let us now go
back to the beginning of chapter 1 and consider some of the other subjects
discussed in relation to this concept. Article 13 discusses sin, the reality of
which is revealed to us not only by revelation but also by the experience com-
mon to all. Sin causes disorder in our soul and disrupts our relationship with
others and with God. ‘‘Therefore man is split within himself. As a result, all of
human life, whether individual or collective, shows itself to be a dramatic strug-
gle between good and evil, between light and darkness’’ (GS 13). This is one of
several places inGaudium et speswhere the council mentions the influence that
personal sin or vices can have on society and political life. This is a very
important point since it is not readily appreciated in the contemporary world,
even in many Catholic circles.16

Article 14 discusses the constitution of man. He is ‘‘one in body and soul.’’
Thus, he may not show disrespect for his body in any way as it is an integral
part of his person. Yet, ‘‘by his interior qualities [interioritas] he outstrips the
whole sum of things.’’ He comes into contact with God in the depth of his heart
and perceives the truth when he recognizes an immortal and spiritual soul in
himself. In these thoughts Ratzinger discerns two Augustinian influences:
‘‘the distinction between the ‘homo interior’ and ‘exterior,’ and the ‘philoso-
phia cordis.’ As compared with the corpus-anima schema, this [first distinc-
tion] introduces a greater element of personal responsibility and decision re-
garding the direction of life. It therefore analyzes man more on historical and
dynamic than on metaphysical lines. The second is the concept of the ‘philo-
sophia cordis,’ the biblical concept of the heart which for Augustine expresses
the unity of interior life and corporeality.’’17 The presence of these Augustinian
themes is one of the many indications thatGaudium et spes is in continuity with
the grand tradition of the Church; this council document is in no way a break
with traditional teaching.

The next three articles are a logical follow-up to the previous one on the
constitution of man because they ‘‘expound what human spirituality is under
three aspects: as intellect (that is, as man’s capacity for truth), as conscience
(that is, as man’s capacity for good), and as freedom.’’18 The council first notes
that great progress has been made in the empirical sciences, as well as in the
technical and liberal arts, but then draws a striking contrast between the
knowledge drawn from these sciences and arts and the wisdom that perfects
the intellect by inclining it ‘‘to seek and to love what is true and good’’ and thus
to pass ‘‘through visible to invisible realities’’ (GS 15, modified trans.). Then the
council makes a dramatic statement about the importance of wisdom, which is
even more obvious today because of the new things made possible by bio-
technology. ‘‘Our age, more than previous centuries, needs such wisdom, so
that whatever new things are discovered by man become more human. The
future destiny of the world stands in peril unless wiser men and women are
forthcoming’’ (GS 15, modified trans.). This statement surely means that the
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council has no faith in automatic progress through scientific advances. Re-
cently some wise scholars have pointed out that we run the risk of dehuma-
nizing ourselves if we do not have the wisdom to step back from cloning and
the destruction of human embryos for research purposes.

Of course, to understand what the council means by wisdom would re-
quire a familiarity with the grand tradition of classical Catholic learning. The
council mentions one very important traditional observation on the acquisition
of wisdom. Acquiring certain wisdom is difficult because of the consequences
of sin, while the acquisition of scientific knowledge labors under no such
handicap. In looking at this article together with the previous one Ratzinger
comments, ‘‘The affirmation of metaphysics which articles 14 and 15 formulate
with regard to the question of man and of God, is one of the fundamental
positions of the schema.’’19 To affirm the reality of metaphysics is to affirm the
possibility of attaining the kind of overarching wisdom of which the council
speaks.

The article on conscience affirms that people discern in the intimate re-
cesses of their conscience or heart a law inscribed by God, one that calls
everyone to love God and neighbor. All Christians and non-Christians are
united by following their consciences in their search for what is true and for
solutions both to their own personal dilemmas and to the pressing problems of
the day. If their conscience does not err, people will be following ‘‘objective
norms of morality’’ (GS 16). Despite the existence of the law written in the
heart by God, conscience, according to the council, ‘‘not rarely errs from in-
vincible ignorance without losing its dignity’’ (GS 16, modified trans.). The
reason such frequent erring can occur in the presence of God’s interior call is
left unexplained.

Ratzinger holds that the dialogue between Christians and non-Christians
hinges ultimately on their common recourse to conscience: ‘‘Fidelity to con-
science unites Christian and non-Christians and permits them to work to solve
the moral tasks of mankind, just as it compels them to both humble and open
inquiry into truth. In this essential kernel the ‘objectivism’ of the schema is
certainly right and not vulnerable to critical thought.’’20 What the future
Benedict XVI found wanting in the article was insufficient attention to the dif-
ficulties that modern men and women experience in finding what is true and
good.

In the article on freedom the council first mentions that people often
understand freedom as license and use it to pursue evil ends. The proper use of
freedom is knowingly and willingly to realize one’s dignity by ‘‘emancipating
oneself from all captivity to passion’’ and by seeking the good under the in-
fluence of God’s grace. Joseph Ratzinger found this article to be ‘‘one of the
least satisfactory in the whole document,’’ mostly because of what it does not
address and for using Pelagian terminology in speaking of man as ‘‘sese ab
omni passionum captivitate liberans finem suum persequitur et apta
subsidia . . . procurat.’’ Ratzinger believed it should have done three things: (1)
explained the New Testament teaching on freedom, (2) addressed ‘‘that over-
shadowing of freedom of which psychology and sociology at the present time
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inform us in such a disturbing way,’’ and (3) discussed the difficulty of exer-
cising freedom properly because of ‘‘the discord which runs through man
and which is described so dramatically in Romans 7:13–25.’’21 Despite these
limitations the text still distinguishes between liberty and license and makes
crystal clear that man ‘‘obtains’’ dignity by using his freedom well (‘‘Talem
vero dignitatem obtinet homo cum . . .finem suam in boni libera electione
persequitur’’).

Article 18 on death explains that people would not have to die if Adam and
Eve had not sinned. Death, however, is overcome by the death and resurrection
of Jesus. Christian faith relieves believers’ anxiety by promising life with Christ
after death and by giving them the power to communicate with their deceased
loved ones in Christ. Ratzinger’s most important comment on this article is
this: ‘‘In a positive sense, the Christological promise is expounded in three
directions: as a promise of eternal community of man with God, as a promise
of the new communication of men with one another in Christ, and finally as a
reference to Christ’s community with us in death, which at the same time
guarantees and includes our communion of life with him. Here for the first
time the Easter mystery appears as the center of Christology and the center of
personal life.’’22

The next three articles constitute a dialogue with contemporary atheism.
The council attempts to discern the kinds and causes of atheism, as well as the
remedies the Church can offer. I must omit commentary on this section.

The chapter on ‘‘The Dignity of the Human Person’’ in Gaudium et spes
culminates in a Christocentric theology. ‘‘The truth is that only in the mystery
of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light. . . .Christ, the
final Adam, by the Revelation of the mystery of the father and his love, fully
reveals man to himself and makes his supreme calling clear’’ (GS 22). Christ’s
life and death reveal to all human beings that they have very great dignity and
are called to eternal union with God. Gaudium et spes logically adds that ‘‘All
this holds true not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose
hearts grace works in an unseen way. For, since Christ died for all and since the
ultimate vocation of man is in fact one, and divine, we ought to believe that the
Holy Spirit in a manner known only to God offers to all the possibility of being
associated [consocientur, not se conscient, as stated in a previous draft of Gau-
dium et spes] with this paschal mystery’’ (GS 22, modified). The passive form of
the verb indicates that God is the agent who associates all people to the paschal
mystery. Joseph Ratzinger comments, ‘‘We cannot bring about the paschal
mystery for ourselves; as the mystery of death and resurrection, by its very
nature it can only be received.’’23 The dignity to which all are called is God’s
gift, which we do not achieve merely by our own efforts.

Persons in Community

Chapter 2 of Gaudium et spes, ‘‘The Community of Mankind,’’ simply reviews
‘‘some of the more basic truths’’ of Catholic social doctrine on human society
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in the light of revelation. It calls to mind the constant teaching of the Church
about the social nature of the human person. In John 17:21–22 Jesus ‘‘implied a
certain likeness between the union of the divine Persons and the union of
God’s children in truth and charity. This likeness reveals that man . . . cannot
fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himself’’ (GS 24, modified
trans.). In other words, men and women can attain their perfection only by
loving God and their neighbor in the proper way. Just as loving oneself badly is
possible, so people can love each other in a harmful way. The union among
human beings, therefore, can be realized only if they love each other in accor-
dance with the truth about God and man.

The protection and perfection of human beings depend to a very large
extent on the communities of which they are members: the family, voluntary
associations,24 the Church, and the political community. The protection of
people’s rights and the development of their personal qualities or virtues are
the two great advantages of all social life. Without rights people’s lives, liber-
ties, and property are in danger. Having rights, however, is not enough to be
a good human being. That requires a good character brought about by the
practice of the virtues. In addition, only people with a virtuous character will
definitely respect the rights of others. Those with a bad character will choose to
respect rights only when it is in their self-interest.

Although not going into much detail, the council points out that the de-
velopment of the human person depends on the health of the family, associ-
ations, and the state. In other words, individuals are influenced for good or ill
by the regime. The council makes this point by arguing that the quality of
social life can even help people realize the religious dimension of their voca-
tions in life but quickly adds that ‘‘men are often diverted from doing good and
spurred toward evil by the social circumstances in which they live and are
immersed from their birth’’ (GS 25). In other words, the community’s way of
life has deep effects on the lives of individuals. In the United States, for ex-
ample, the culture or regime induces many young people to bow down before
the dictatorship of relativism. Those with a strong religious faith are capable of
escaping the pervasive influence of a bad regime, but they often have to
struggle. That is probably why Pope John Paul II kept asking bishops in Rome
for their ad limina visits what they had done to change the culture of their
countries.

The council further adds that the defects of the social order, manifested in
private associations and government, originate primarily in the pride and
egoism of individual citizens. It is, then, sin that perverts the culture or the
regime. Once the regime is perverted by the effect of individual sins, as a whole
it then coaxes individuals to do more evil. In the council’s words, ‘‘When the
order of things is affected by the consequences of sin, man, born with an
inclination toward evil, thereafter finds new inducements to sin, which cannot
be overcome without strenuous efforts and the assistance of grace’’ (GS 25,
modified trans.). The council is actually highlighting the deep and pervasive
influence of the regime in a manner reminiscent of Plato and Aristotle. These
philosophers also recognized the important role of individuals’ virtues and
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vices in bringing about a particular regime and the role of the latter in deter-
mining the kind of character individual citizens would acquire.

In arguing that individuals must be good if society is going to be good, the
council is really siding with the ancients in their quarrel with the moderns
about the main source of justice in a society. Kant argued in his Perpetual Peace
that a just society is possible even in a nation of devils, provided people in-
telligently organize the order of things in social and political life.25 Marx said
that injustice could be overcome by doing away with private property and
establishing communism. Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, and Thomas
More contended that the attainment of justice in society always depends on the
wisdom and virtue of individual citizens.

The kind of regime or social order the council favored is one that makes
possible the attainment of the common good, that is, ‘‘the sum of those con-
ditions of social life which allow social groups and their individual members to
attain their proper perfection more fully and more quickly’’ (GS 26, modified
trans.). For this to happen a continual effort must be made to establish a social
order respectful of freedom, ‘‘founded on truth, built on justice and animated
by love’’ (GS 26). This project, of course, requires educating citizens to virtue
so that they will fulfill their duties and respect rights. It also requires estab-
lishing the kind of society where families and religious groups can effectively
pursue their mission.

One cannot overestimate the importance of the council’s statement on the
common good. Its correct interpretation shows that the Catholic Church has
not abandoned a substantive understanding of the common good in favor of
something like a procedural republic. In other words, the council is not saying
that the common good should be limited to things like a flourishing economy,
the protection of rights, good health care, a clean environment, and other sim-
ilar goods. The Catholic Church keeps trying to persuade people that seeking
the common good requires attention to truth, justice, love, virtue, and duty in
the social order. What specific initiatives the various elements of the social
order, such as the family, the church, and the various levels of government,
should take are not specified, but they are addressed in chapter 4 of part I and
in part II of Gaudium et spes.

In part II the council document does say that the political community
exists on account of the common good (GS 74). Thus, the government should
try to make possible the attainment of the common good, substantively un-
derstood, through its own action and by relying on the various elements of the
social order. In a liberal society governments will have a limited role in pro-
moting the virtues, but one nonetheless. For example, public schools neces-
sarily inculcate diligence and teach students to respect one another and not to
cheat on exams. The law prohibits murder, rape, and robbery. It may properly
give people incentives to stay married, erect obstacles to divorce, and pass laws
that protect the life of the unborn, forbid euthanasia, and even teach that
marriage can take place only between a man and a woman. By making use of
the ‘‘bully pulpit’’ the president may invite citizens to volunteer services to their
country, as John Kennedy famously did.
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One of the reasons that many have not grasped the full teaching of Gau-
dium et spes is that the council does not sufficiently clarify its definition of the
common good. When it gives specific examples of the common good, it lists
things that would be the object of any procedural republic: ‘‘food, clothing, and
shelter; the right to choose a state of life freely and to found a family, the rights
to education, to employment, to a good reputation, to respect, to appropriate
information, to activity in accord with the upright norm of one’s conscience, to
protection of privacy and to rightful freedom inmatters religious’’ (GS 26). The
requirements of human dignity and therefore of the common good require
much more than this list indicates, as I have previously indicated. The council
did, however, spell out what the dignity of the human person requires in and
from the social order, as we have seen, thereby shedding more light on the
shape of the common good.

Because of the dignity of the human person, Gaudium et spes implies that
the mores should not support, and the law should not allow, any of the fol-
lowing:

any type of murder, genocide, abortion, euthanasia, or voluntary
suicide; whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as
mutilation, torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the
will itself; whatever offends human dignity, such as subhuman living
conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution,
the selling of women and children; as well as ignominious working
conditions . . . and other disgraceful things of this sort. (GS 27, modi-
fied trans.)

While this list is obviously not meant to be exhaustive, it is sufficiently in-
clusive to indicate the kinds of things that should receive no support from the
law or the mores. The obvious reason is that the practice of these things is an
assault on human dignity. The less obvious reason is that ‘‘such behavior
defiles those who do them more than those who suffer the injustice’’ (no. 27,
modified trans.). In other words, the doers of evil deeds act beneath their own
dignity. This fact indicates that the common good must include concern for the
character of citizens. In some instances, then, the law should not only protect
citizens from being the victims of injustice but also prevent others from being
perpetrators of injustice. This approach of the council brings to mind a state-
ment of St. Augustine on the justification for the use of force against evildoers:
‘‘He whose license for wrongdoing is wrested away is usefully conquered, for
nothing is less prosperous than the prosperity of sinners, which nourishes
punishable impunity and strengthens the evil will, which is, as it were, an
enemy within.’’26

After reading the last section of the chapter on community, one cannot but
notice that the council fathers leave the realm of politics and civil society and
focus on the life of the Church. While most of the chapter emphasizes the
common good of civil society, this last section exclusively discusses sanctifi-
cation, solidarity, and social unity in the Church. The Church, whatever the
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state of civil society and the political order, must always pursue these goals.
When things are going well, the life of the Church will make significant con-
tributions to the common good of civil society. Even when civil society fails to
be a place of solidarity among citizens, the Church can still provide a haven for
its members who seek sanctification in a community bound together by soli-
darity.

Human Action in the World

The council injects a note of realism in pointing out that human action will
always be engaged in a ‘‘monumental struggle against the powers of darkness’’
(no. 37). People will always encounter opposition when they work for peace and
justice. The only solution is for human beings, constantly threatened by pride
and disordered self-love in their activity, to be ‘‘purified and perfected by the
power of Christ’s cross and resurrection’’ (GS 37) and to be nourished by the
body and blood of Christ, the viaticum for the journey back to God.

The council teaches that ‘‘a man is more precious for what he is than for
what he has. Similarly, all that men do to obtain greater justice, wider broth-
erhood, and a more humane ordering of social relationships has greater worth
than technical advances’’ (no 35). The council is surely implying that it is not
science and technology that will bring about a just society but the new com-
mandment of love Christ taught us, which is ‘‘the basic law of human per-
fection and, therefore, of the world’s transformation’’ (GS 38). This latter
statement is still another way the council expresses its agreement with the
teaching of Augustine and Aquinas: The common good of society depends on
the perfection of individual souls.

The Mission of the Church in the Contemporary World

The fourth and last chapter of part I is titled ‘‘The Mission of the Church in the
Contemporary World.’’ To read this chapter correctly readers must keep in
mind that it presupposes everything said in the first three chapters on human
dignity, community, and human activity, as well as in the entire constitution of
Lumen gentium. This is important because some have argued that Lumen
gentium must be interpreted in the light of Gaudium et spes.

While exercising its proper salvific and eschatological mission, the Church
also acts ‘‘as a leaven and a kind of soul for human society’’ (GS 40). In
communicating divine life to humanity and teaching the truth of revelation,
the Church also ‘‘heals and elevates the dignity of the human person, strength-
ens what holds society together and imbues everyday human activity with a
deeper meaning and signification’’ (GS 40, modified trans.). The Church
promotes human dignity, as we have seen, by making clear that it is not only a
given but also a goal to be sought by avoiding sin and seeking holiness. This
teaching corresponds to people’s sense that they can act beneath their dignity
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or in accordance with it. The Church helps keeps society together by forming
consciences, teaching the meaning of justice, and putting love into practice in
so many ways. It also helps people to see that all of their good actions, however
ineffective in a worldly sense, build up the kingdom of God. The Catholic
Church further recognizes and appreciates the good done by other Christian
churches for the individual and various communities and openly acknowl-
edges that the ‘‘world’’ can prepare the ground for the preaching of the gospel.
This seems to mean that the laws and customs of society facilitate the per-
ception and reception of the gospel teaching.

The council fathers next take up the question of human rights and note
that the Church proclaims the benefits of human rights ‘‘by virtue of the gospel
entrusted to her’’ (GS 41, modified trans.). They applaud people’s growing
recognition and vindication of their rights but offer a caveat and a criterion for
the evaluation of rights. The caveat is that the movement to promote rights
must be protected against a ‘‘false autonomy,’’ one that does not take its
bearings by an objective moral standard. ‘‘For we are tempted to think that our
personal rights are fully ensured only when we are exempt from every re-
quirement of divine law. But in this way, the dignity of the human person is
not saved, but rather perishes’’ (GS 41, modified trans.). I believe this state-
ment is extraordinarily important. It is one of the clearest statements in
Catholic social doctrine regarding the necessity of an objective criterion for the
exercise of rights. Without a common objective standard, rights can become
loose canons that shoot down elements of both divine and natural law
that stand as guides for the exercise of human freedom. In addition, this text
says that the preservation of human dignity requires obedience to the di-
vine law.

While the Church’s mission is not to take on the responsibility of estab-
lishing justice in the political order; it will, however, necessarily benefit the
state and society as it pursues its proper mission. As Congar noted, ‘‘the
Church at the very moment in which it is least of the world, can be most for the
world.’’27 By teaching the truth about Jesus Christ and putting love into
practice the Church, as an institution and through its individual members,
helps ‘‘to construct and consolidate society [communitas hominum] according to
the divine law’’ (GS 42, modified trans.). In his first encyclical Pope Benedict
XVI says that the Church contributes to the realization of justice in a society by
forming consciences, putting forth rational arguments to clarify the meaning
of justice, and reawakening people’s spiritual forces for the great tasks facing
humanity. The clarification of the meaning of justice is crucial since practical
reason has difficulty discerning its meaning because the love of power and
interest inhibit disinterested perception. Echoing Gaudium et spes, Pope Ben-
edict reiterates the point that the Church has no political mission. Establishing
a just social order is the work of politics, to which the laity of the Church in
their role as citizens are invited to make concrete contributions. The Church,
however, can have a very great impact on the establishment of just social order
if it stimulates ‘‘greater insight into the authentic requirements of justice as
well as greater readiness to act accordingly.’’28
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Because of her religious mission, the Church is not bound to any partic-
ular economic, social, or political system. The Church can be at ease with any
government that respects her religious liberty and the rights of individual
citizens, although Catholic social doctrine seeks to persuade people that some
form of constitutional democracy seems to work best in contemporary society.
The kind of democratic government favored by Catholic social doctrine is one
in which the civil law is in conformity with the moral law, as Pope John Paul II
reiterated in his 1995 encyclical Evangelium vitae (GS 72).

Gaudium et spes encourages all of the lay faithful to let their faith influence
every aspect of their lives. The council fathers make this exhortation in the light
of their conviction that the ‘‘split between the faith that many profess and their
daily lives must be counted among the more serious errors of our age’’ (GS 43).
In 1998 Cardinal Avery Dulles addressed this problem with his usual clarity:
‘‘Any effort by the Church to say what is morally permitted, required or pro-
hibited by the law of God in the spheres of politics, medicine, business or
family life is resented as an intrusion into alien territory. . . .Anyone who sees
religion as determinative for secular activities is likely to be regarded as a
fanatic. Teachers, businessmen, politicians, or judges who let religion impinge
in a major way on their professional activities are considered eccentric.’’29 In
more recent times Catholic senators have demonstrated this split between faith
and life by their proud and untroubled advocacy of maintaining the constitu-
tional right to abortion established by Roe v. Wade. Of course, there are also
many Catholics who let their faith affect the way they do their work and live
their family life.

In order to convince the lay faithful that the integration of faith and life is
crucial for them Gaudium et spes adds: ‘‘The Christian who neglects his tem-
poral duties neglects his duties toward his neighbor and even God, and jeop-
ardizes his eternal salvation’’ (GS 43). This surely means that people’s religious
beliefs must inform their professional, family, and social lives. In other words,
with a well-formed conscience, the laity are to ensure that ‘‘the divine law is
inscribed in the life of the earthly city’’ (GS 43).

In carrying out their tasks the laity can properly look to priests for in-
struction in the faith and for spiritual strength but should not expect them to
have specific answers to concrete problems. ‘‘The Church guards the heritage
of God’s Word and draws from it religious and moral principles, without
always having at hand the solution to particular problems’’ (GS 33). For exam-
ple, priests can teach laypeople who work in hospitals tomake sure that patients
receive proper, loving care, but they cannot usually tell them what changes
would have to be made there to improve patient care. The lay faithful need to
acquire the competence to figure that out for themselves. While laypeople have
the primary responsibility to be a leaven in all of the seams of society, bishops
and priests can also have an enormous impact on political and social life by
their teaching and their activities.

Distinguishing the duties of clergy from those of the laity has been diffi-
cult since the end of Vatican Council II. Right at the beginning of his papacy
Pope John Paul II told bishops to pursue justice through evangelization,30 to
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communicate Catholic social doctrine,31 and to avoid anything that ‘‘resembles
political party spirit or subjection to this or that ideology or system.’’32 ‘‘Secular
duties and activities belong properly although not exclusively to laymen’’ (GS
43). These duties include the prudent application of Catholic social principles
to public policy. In making such prudential judgments on the basis of shared
goals, ‘‘it happens rather frequently, and legitimately, so,’’ says Vatican II’s
Gaudium et spes, ‘‘that with equal sincerity some of the faithful will disagree
with others on a given matter’’ (GS 43). These disagreements can arise when
Catholics apply doctrinal and moral principles to public policy or to the vast
domain of civil society. For example, Catholics may disagree on the best way to
run a Catholic school, a Catholic hospital, or town-sponsored athletic teams for
children. In the political arena, differences of opinion are inevitable because of
the complexity of issues (for example, taxes, welfare, and economic policy).
Where there is legitimate disagreement, no individual or group ‘‘is allowed in
the aforementioned situations to appropriate the Church’s authority for his
opinion’’ (GS 43).

Some theologians have improperly invoked the passage in article 43 or the
one in article 33 that address the inability of bishops and priests to give specific
answers to particular problems as a directive to be silent in areas where they in
fact have the knowledge and duty to speak. Bishops and priests should never be
silent about the principles of Catholic social teaching even if those principles
have a direct bearing on the political issues of the day. For example, bishops
rightfully argue in the public domain against the cultural and legal acceptance
of abortion, euthanasia, same-sex ‘‘marriage,’’ and the death penalty with the
qualifications outlined in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 2267. They
can also tell Catholic politicians they are wrong to support clear evils such as
abortion. On the other hand, bishops should be hesitant to speak when the
possibility exists of legitimate disagreement among the Catholic faithful. They
should provide principles to serve as guidelines for decision making but not
put their apostolic authority behind debatable policy options.

Another significant misinterpretation of article 43 is to invoke the exper-
tise and ‘‘experience’’ of the laity as a ground for denying the continuing
validity of Church teaching on certain moral matters. For example, not a few
theologians believe the laity make an irrefutable point when they ‘‘ask whether
the official church can continue to reject the relevance of lay experience in its
moral teachings on sex, contraception, the role of women and the response to
the HIV/AIDS crisis, even as the church also teaches that democratic partic-
ipation and openness to dialogue are essential to good governance in secular
political life.’’33

The next-to-last article of this first part of Gaudium et spes says that the
Church has gained much from its interaction with cultures and regimes over
the centuries, For example, the Church has been able to present Christ’s
teaching ‘‘with the help of the concepts and the languages of diverse peoples
and has tried to clarify it especially with the wisdom of the philosophers, to the
end of adapting the Gospel, as was appropriate, to the grasp of all and to the
requirements of the wise’’ (GS 44, modified trans.). One immediately thinks of
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Augustine’s use of Cicero and the Platonists and Thomas Aquinas’s use of
Aristotle. In his commentary on this article Yves Congar notes, ‘‘it is well-
known that the unity of the Roman Empire was favorable to the spread of
Christianity.’’34

In conclusion, the council ends part I by reiterating the teaching of Lumen
gentium that the Church is ‘‘ ‘the universal sacrament of salvation,’ simulta-
neously manifesting and exercising the mystery of God’s love for man’’ (GS 45,
citing Lumen gentium 15). In continuity with the constant Catholic teaching
across the ages, Gaudium et spes states that the purpose of the Church is still—
and always will be—to work for the salvation of the whole human race. In
summarizing the basic teaching of Vatican II on the purpose of the Church,
Cardinal Avery Dulles, S.J., wrote: ‘‘The council repeatedly and emphatically
taught that the procurement of salvation is the most important task of the
church.’’35

notes

1. Cf. first footnote in Gaudium et spes for more details. I sometimes quote exactly
fromDocuments of Vatican II, ed. Walter Abbott and trans. Joseph Gallagher (New York:
America Press, 1966). More often than not I modify the Gallagher translation in the
light of the official Latin text.

2. Joseph Ratzinger, ‘‘Der Weltdienst der Kirche: Auswirkungen von Gaudium et
spes im letzen Jahrzehnt,’’ Internationale Katholische Zeitschrift 4 (1975): 441.

3. Pope Benedict XVI, ‘‘Address of His Holiness Benedict XVI to the Roman
Curia Offering Them His Christmas Greetings’’ (Dec. 22, 2005) at the beginning of
this volume.

4. Ratzinger, ‘‘Der Weltdienst der Kirche,’’ 440.
5. See Pope Benedict XVI, ‘‘To the Roman Curia Offering Them His Christmas

Greetings.’’
6. Joseph Ratzinger, ‘‘The Dignity of the Human Person,’’ in Commentary on the

Documents of Vatican II, vol. 5, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World,
ed. Herbert Vorgrimler (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969), 118. Ratzinger, now
Pope Benedict XVI, notes that the Church unfortunately describes the dialogue as
taking place between the Church and the human race, as if the Church somehow stood
apart from humanity in its own private world.

Ratzinger did the commentary on chapter 1 of part I in the pastoral constitution.
Throughout this chapter I refer to Joseph Ratzinger, and not Pope Benedict XVI, when
quoting his commentary.

7. The commentary of Joseph Ratzinger alerted me to the change from animad-
vertere to discernere.

8. Ratzinger comments, ‘‘What is to be demonstrated, therefore, is that precisely
by Christian faith in God, true humanism, i.e., man’s full development as man is
attained, and that consequently the idea of humanism which present-day atheism op-
poses to faith can serve as the hinge of the discussion and a means of dialogue’’
(‘‘Dignity of the Human Person,’’ 118).

9. Pope John Paul II, Evangelium vitae, no. 19.
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Pastoral Perspectives on the

Church in the Modern World

Matthew Levering

Part two ofGaudium et spes flows from the pastoral constitution’s goal,
stated at the outset of the document:

This sacred synod, proclaiming the noble destiny of man and
championing the godlike seed which has been sown in him,
offers to mankind the honest assistance of the Church in fos-
tering that brotherhood of all men which corresponds to this
destiny of theirs. Inspired by no earthly ambition, the Church
seeks but a solitary goal: to carry forward the work of Christ
under the lead of the befriending Spirit. And Christ entered
this world to give witness to the truth, to rescue and not sit in
judgment, to serve and not to be served. (GS 3)

Gaudium et spes takes as a guiding principle, then, that human beings
have a ‘‘noble destiny’’ of ‘‘brotherhood,’’ communion in the triune
God. This destiny comes from Christ, who in word and deed witnessed
to the truth of God’s merciful love for human beings. Christ has res-
cued us, who have rebelled against God, and he has done this by laying
down his life and taking the humblest place, so that we might be rec-
onciled to God and attain the graced fulfillment that God intends for
us. Guided by Christ’s spirit, the Church, according toGaudium et spes,
seeks to imitate Christ’s action in the world and to lay down her life so
as to serve the graced fulfillment of human beings. The key theme of
Gaudium et spes thus is that the Church’s teachings do not oppose hu-
man development, as many modern thinkers have postulated, but
rather that the Church, knowing the glorious destiny of human beings
and following the path of Christ, has as her very mission authentic
human development.1



Given this mission, part two of Gaudium et spes identifies five loci that, if
human beings are to proceed toward their destiny of union with Christ, require
configuration to the image of Christ. These five loci aremarriage and the family,
culture, economics, politics, and the use of coercive military force. In each of
these areas, inadequate understanding of the dignity and destiny of the human
person can lead to a dehumanization that obscures the truth that Christ has
revealed about each and every human being.2 Dehumanization—the fruit of
the libido dominandi, in Augustine’s phrase—is the very opposite of Christ’s
saving work. The Church therefore, on each of these five fronts, serves human
beings by calling upon individuals and societies to act in ways that accord with
the truth of Christ’s love.

Focusing upon part two ofGaudium et spes, then, this chapter asks whether
its teachings constitute a moment of discontinuity rather than legitimate de-
velopment and prudential application in the Catholic Church’s doctrinal tra-
dition regarding these five areas. I briefly summarize the teachings of the
second part ofGaudium et spes with the goal of showing that its conclusions are
not discontinuous with the prior Catholic magisterial teaching.3

Marriage and the Family

Gaudium et spes observes that ‘‘this institution is not everywhere reflected with
equal brilliance, since polygamy, the plague of divorce, so-called free love, and
other disfigurements have an obscuring effect’’ (GS 47). Among these other
disfigurements are ‘‘excessive self-love, the worship of pleasure and illicit prac-
tices against human generation’’ (GS 47). In addition to these internal prob-
lems, the full truth of marriage faces difficulties also due to social, psycholog-
ical, demographic, and economic pressures. While some of these pressures,
Gaudium et spes suggests, have increased in recent times, clearly the problems
have not changed. Does Gaudium et spes propose solutions that break with pre-
vious teaching on these matters? Its covenantal language differs from that of
Casti connubii, Pius XI’s 1930 encyclical on marriage and the family, but the
two documents insist upon the same key elements as integral to marriage and
the family.

Before entering into the specific problems and pressures, Gaudium et spes
reflects upon the nature of marriage as a ‘‘conjugal covenant of irrevocable
personal consent’’ and ‘‘a mutual gift of two persons’’ (GS 48). This covenantal
account of ‘‘mutual gift’’ indicates how Gaudium et spes intends to renew the
Church’s teaching on marriage and the family, namely by meditation on
the interior dynamism described by Casti connubii: ‘‘By matrimony, therefore,
the souls of the contracting parties are joined and knit together more inti-
mately than are their bodies, and that not by any passing affection of sense or
spirit, but by a deliberate and firm act of the will; and from this union of souls
by God’s decree, a sacred and inviolable bond arises’’ (ch. 1).4 Gaudium et spes
reflects upon this profoundly intimate ‘‘knitting together’’ that takes place by
the man’s and the woman’s ‘‘deliberate and firm act of the will’’ and in so doing
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manifests more deeply the truth of Saint Paul’s comparison of marriage to the
union of Christ and the Church.

Just as Christ gives himself to the Church, so also is the union of man and
woman in marriage an irrevocable ‘‘mutual self-bestowal’’ (GS 48). Because
marriage is inscribed within God’s self-giving love in Christ, marriage embo-
dies the dynamismof fruitful self-gift: ‘‘Authenticmarried love is caught up into
divine love and is governed and enriched by Christ’s redeeming power and the
saving activity of the Church, so that this love may lead the spouses to God with
powerful effect andmay aid and strengthen them in the sublime office of being
a father or a mother’’ (GS 48). The ‘‘mutual self-bestowal’’ flows into the gifting
that is procreation; understood in this way, the unitive and the procreative are
inseparable because both belong to the dynamism of ‘‘mutual self-bestowal.’’
The family should image the self-giving of the man and the woman in Christ.

Carrying forward this biblical image of marital self-giving as reflecting the
communion of divine self-giving, Gaudium et spes observes, ‘‘Such love, merg-
ing the human with the divine, leads the spouses to a free and mutual gift of
themselves, a gift providing itself by gentle affection and by deed; such love
pervades the whole of their lives: indeed by its busy generosity it grows better
and grows greater’’ (GS 49). The dynamism of self-giving love requires the
indissolubility of marriage since the ‘‘equal personal dignity of wife and hus-
band’’ (GS 49) means that once the total marital gift of self has been bestowed
and reciprocated, it cannot be renounced (without becoming its opposite, the
illegitimate using of another person). All marital actions, including but hardly
limited to sexual intercourse, should be configured to this dynamism of totally
self-giving love.

For Gaudium et spes, the self-giving character of marital love ordains it to a
‘‘supreme gift’’: children (GS 50). Without discounting other aims of marriage,
Gaudium et spes teaches that the ‘‘true practice of conjugal love, and the whole
meaning of the family life which results from it, have this aim: that the couple
be ready with stout hearts to cooperate with the love of the Creator and the
Savior, Who through them will enlarge and enrich his own family day by day’’
(GS 50).5 In the ‘‘mutual self-bestowal’’ that imitates the divine love, marital
love has as its aim the generative self-giving that imitates and participates in
God’s generative self-giving. Like Casti connubii, in short,Gaudium et spes gives
children a unique place in its account of marriage: They are the procreative gift
that flows from and manifests the unitive gift of ‘‘mutual self-bestowal’’ that
belongs to marriage as characterized by the fruitful self-giving pattern of
Christ’s divine self-gift.6

This fruitful self-giving, as would be expected, is a matter of intelligence as
well as will. Just as God in his wisdom lovingly and freely generates creatures,
so also the dynamism of self-gift in human beings involves the exercise of
intelligence. This exercise of intelligence consists in two primary aspects: first,
judgments about ‘‘their own welfare and that of their children, those already
born and those which the future may bring’’ in light of ‘‘the material and
spiritual conditions of the times as well as of their state of life’’ as members of
the family, the society, and the Church; and second, recognition that such
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judgments, to be true, must share in the authoritative wisdom of God’s law of
self-giving love, which well-formed conscience knows to be authentically in-
terpreted not by autonomous individuals but by Christ’s mystical Body (GS
50). Only in this way will judgments about human welfare truly order persons
to fulfillment. It is this law of self-giving love that reveals most fully that
fulfillment cannot be reasonably attained without ‘‘trusting in divine Provi-
dence and refining the spirit of sacrifice’’ (GS 50). The reasonableness of a
large family flows, in part, from the reasonableness of self-gift as the mode of
human fulfillment in Christ.

At times, due to various circumstances, increasing family size will not be
reasonable even within the law of self-gift. During such times, Gaudium et spes
recognizes, illicit methods of birth control and even abortion and infanticide
threaten to distort marriage’s reasonableness (that is, the truth of mutual self-
bestowal) into its opposite, violent dehumanization of other human beings. Pro-
blems arise when the emphasis on ‘‘mutual self-bestowal’’ is interpreted solely
in terms of human intentionality abstracted from the composite reality of the
person. As Gaudium et spes says, the pattern of mutual self-bestowal, while
requiring a decisive act of the will, involves the whole body-soul person. Thus:

the sexual characteristics of man and the human faculty of repro-
duction wonderfully exceed the dispositions of lower forms of life. . . .
Hence when there is a question of harmonizing conjugal love with the
responsible transmission of life, the moral aspects of any procedure
do not depend solely on sincere intentions or on an evaluation of
motives, but must be determined by objective standards. These, based
on the nature of the human person and his acts, preserve the full
sense of mutual self-giving and human procreation in the context of
true love.7

Gaudium et spes goes on to warn again against interpreting ‘‘mutual self-be-
stowal’’ solely in worldly terms rather than in the light of Christ. The chapter
concludes by sketching the various duties of the husband and the wife in the
education and upbringing of children and proposing that in the performance
of these duties the spouses will together grow in ‘‘mutual sanctification.’’ While
not repeating Casti connubii’s biblical language of the husband’s headship,
Gaudium et spes comes to similar conclusions about the complementary roles
of father and mother in the family (GS 52).8

On the key points regarding marriage and the family, therefore, Gaudium
et spes stands in continuity with the Church’s prior doctrinal teaching.

Cultural Development

Human culture, Gaudium et spes suggests, depends upon human nature:

Man comes to a true and full humanity only through culture, that is
through the cultivation of the goods and values of nature. Wherever
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human life is involved, therefore, nature and culture are quite inti-
mately connected one with the other. The word ‘‘culture’’ in its general
sense indicates everything whereby man develops his many bodily
and spiritual qualities. (GS 53)9

This development occurs in history and thus takes many forms, although
‘‘culture’’ cannot be seen as fully coterminous with ‘‘customs.’’ The pastoral
constitution briefly sketches the present historical state of human culture.
Here it emphasizes particularly the technological advances of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, as well as the view that these developments make
possible more potential for cultural creativity in the lives of human beings. In
this vein, the pastoral constitution sounds a strikingly optimistic note:

Throughout the whole world there is a mounting increase in the sense
of autonomy as well as of responsibility. This is of paramount im-
portance for the spiritual and moral maturity of the human race. This
becomes more clear if we consider the unification of the world and the
duty which is imposed upon us, that we build a better world based
upon truth and justice. Thus we are witnesses of the birth of a new
humanism, one in which man is defined first of all by this responsi-
bility to his brothers and to history. (GS 55)

One may justly wonder how such optimism could be expressed two decades
after the Holocaust. Perhaps this optimism flows from the hope that the horror
of the Holocaust has opened human minds, at least for a time, to appeals to
‘‘build a better world based upon truth and justice.’’ One thinks also of the
optimistic enumeration inQuadragesimo anno of the blessings that have flowed
to human culture due to the contributions of Rerum novarum.10

Whatever the case may be,Gaudium et spes is aware of the difficulties of the
contemporary cultural situation.11 In accord with Catholic understanding of
human nature, Gaudium et spes affirms developments in the arts and sciences
as expressive of humanity’s vocation to theoretical and practical wisdom. The
knowledge of truth and ability to perform the good cannot be opposed to hu-
man fulfillment and, as history has shown, can serve themessage of the gospel.
The Church has made use of the cultural fruits of each historical epoch (GS
58). Yet, as Gaudium et spes recognizes, ‘‘Today’s progress in science and tech-
nology can foster a certain exclusive emphasis on observable data, and an ag-
nosticism about everything else. . . . Indeed the danger is present that man,
confiding too much in the discoveries of today, may think that he is sufficient
unto himself and no longer seek the higher things’’ (GS 57). A false sense
of autonomy, devastating to the human person, is not the only possible neg-
ative fruit of contemporary cultural developments. A second problem to
which Gaudium et spes points is the idea that the Church herself is an out-
modedmanifestation of a particular culture whose time has come and gone (cf.
GS 58).

In depicting the ‘‘birth of a new humanism,’’ therefore, Gaudium et spes
cautions that if this newborn humanism is to grow to true maturity, then
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culture must ‘‘be subordinated to the integral perfection of the human person,
to the good of the community and of the whole society’’ (GS 59). While human
culture requires ‘‘the legitimate possibility of exercising its autonomy accord-
ing to its own principles’’ (GS 59), it cannot function autonomously: It has a
‘‘proper end’’ toward which it tends.12 Knowing this ‘‘end’’ requires under-
standing human nature and its vocation in grace so as to apprehend ‘‘themean-
ing of culture and science for the human person’’ (GS 61). As Gaudium et spes
says, ‘‘It remains each man’s duty to retain an understanding of the whole
human person in which the values of intellect, will, conscience and fraternity
are preeminent. These values are all rooted in God the Creator and have been
wonderfully restored and elevated in Christ’’ (GS 61). According to Gaudium et
spes, learning this ‘‘end’’ occurs primarily in the family.

Without knowledge of this proper end, human culture becomes destruc-
tive; with that knowledge, however, human culture participates in the fulfill-
ment of human beings in Christ. The ‘‘end’’ is understood in Christ. Thus
Gaudium et spes urges that Christians seek to imbue cultural activities with the
wisdom that comes from knowing the end of the human person, thereby
ensuring that human ‘‘religious culture and morality may keep pace with sci-
entific knowledge and with the constantly progressing technology’’ (GS 62).
Otherwise, this technological development may serve, as Gaudium et spes has
already warned, false ends distorted by the lack of recognition of the Creator
and Redeemer. Gaudium et spes clearly fears that if Christian theology does not
inform contemporary cultural expressions more deeply, these expressions will
become suffused with a rejection of God. To avert this situation Gaudium et
spes urges: ‘‘Theological inquiry should pursue a profound understanding of
revealed truth; at the same time it should not neglect close contact with its own
time that it may be able to help thosemen skilled in various disciplines to attain
to a better understanding of the faith’’ (GS 62).13 For similar reasons Gaudium
et spes hopes that many of the laity will undertake theological study.

By rejecting a ‘‘false autonomy’’ of culture and tempering its optimistic
appraisals, then, Gaudium et spesmaintains continuity with the Church’s long-
standing approach to the works of human reason (culture).

Economic Development

In line with the tradition of Catholic teaching, Gaudium et spes argues that
economic development, in order to be true growth, must conform to the true
nature and ‘‘end’’ of human beings: ‘‘In the economic and social realms, too,
the dignity and complete vocation of the human person and the welfare of
society as a whole are to be respected and promoted. For man is the source, the
center, and the purpose of all economic and social life’’ (GS 63). While praising
technological advances in production,Gaudium et spes repeatedly expresses the
concern that economic practice have as its ‘‘fundamental finality’’ not profit but
‘‘the service of man, and indeed of the whole man with regard for the full range
of his material needs and the demands of his intellectual, moral, spiritual, and
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religious life’’ (GS 64).14 As in its chapter on culture, it is the end, the telos or
goal, that concerns Gaudium et spes.

Certain principles follow from this teleological account of economics,which
is rooted in an understanding of the human person. First, the end, embedded
as it is in the created dignity and vocation of all human beings, becomes
obscured when economic power belongs only to a few, whether individuals or
nations. Second, neither absolute individualistic laissez-faire nor absolute gov-
ernmental control should order economic activity since government control
displaces the dignity of individual initiative, and individualism neglects the
common good. Third, human beingsmust be respected as such, and not simply
in terms of their utility; human beings must be treated ‘‘not as mere tools of
production but as persons’’ (GS66) whose fulfillment comes not solely through
work, and the ill and aged members of the community must be cared for. On
the basis of these principles Gaudium et spes treats matters such as just wage
(sufficient for a family), labor unions, private property,15 the monetary system,
and the distribution of land.

In all of these areas, Gaudium et spes follows Rerum novarum as developed
by Quadragesimo anno and Mater et magistra. This section concludes with an
implicit response to Marx’s notion that religion is the ‘‘opiate’’ of the masses:
‘‘Whoever in obedience to Christ seeks first the Kingdom of God, takes
therefrom a stronger and purer love for helping all his brethren and for per-
fecting the work of justice under the inspiration of charity’’ (GS 72).

Political Development

In discussing politics, as in the chapter on culture, Gaudium et spes begins on a
highly positive note: ‘‘The present keener sense of human dignity has given
rise in many parts of the world to attempts to bring about a politico-juridical
order which will give better protection to the rights of the person in political
life’’ (GS 73). As indicated by the list of rights that follows, Gaudium et spes has
in view primarily movements against communist and totalitarian repression
and for civil rights.16 Expressing as much a hope as a reality, Gaudium et spes
again highlights the nature and ‘‘end’’ of human beings: ‘‘There is no better
way to establish political life on a truly human basis than by fostering an
inward sense of justice and kindliness, and of service to the common good, and
by strengthening basic convictions as to the true nature of the political com-
munity and the aim, right exercise, and sphere of action of public authority’’
(GS 73). The most important of these ‘‘basic convictions’’ is that human beings
are political because of the reality of a common good, ultimately God, toward
which human nature is directed. To enter into political community is not a
matter of mere choice, as if human beings were autonomous individuals.
Human beings cannot attain the common good outside of community. Gau-
dium et spes states, ‘‘The political community exists, consequently, for the sake
of the common good, in which it finds its full justification and significance,
and the source of its inherent legitimacy’’ (GS 74).
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While political communities can legitimately be structured in different
ways, truly human life, as established by God, requires a political community.
In other words, political authority derives ultimately from God’s ordering ra-
ther than from individual consent because the reality of the common good is
prior to individuals’ consent to it.17 As Gaudium et spes puts it, ‘‘It is clear,
therefore, that the political community and public authority are founded on
human nature and hence belong to the order designed by God, even though
the choice of a political regime and the appointment of rulers are left to the free
will of citizens’’ (GS 74).

Once this crucial (Pauline) point is understood, then Gaudium et spes has
no hesitation in particularly encouraging democratic forms of political com-
munity. It observes that ‘‘It is in full conformity with human nature that there
should be juridico-political structures providing all citizens in an ever better
fashion and without any discrimination the practical possibility of freely and
actively taking part in the establishment of the juridical foundations of the
political community and in the direction of public affairs, in fixing the terms of
reference of the various public bodies and in the election of political leaders.’’18

Similarly, on the basis of this account of the common good, Gaudium et
spes speaks of the ‘‘rights’’ and ‘‘duties’’ of citizens. On this view rights are not
markers of autonomy but flow from what is necessary for the attainment of the
common good. Not only the political community but also the family and other
‘‘intermediate bodies or organizations’’ serve the attainment of the common
good, and so again we find the principle of subsidiarity. While encouraging
democratic polities,Gaudium et spes grants a role to governmental intervention,
though not to the extent of dictatorial or totalitarian control.

Gaudium et spes also takes up here the relationship of the political com-
munity and the Church.19 Both the political community and the Church serve
the common good, but in different ways. The former cannot bring about the
Kingdom of God; instead, the political community, while it should be imbued
through its members by Christian truths and virtues,20 aims at temporal
goods—ideally rightly ordered to eternal goods, but not themselves eternal
goods. In contrast, the Church, without neglecting the temporal good of hu-
man beings, primarily aims at the Kingdom of God, which, though as yet
imperfectly realized, she herself is. For this reason, the Church is not merely a
distinctive political community alongside other political communities: ‘‘The
Church, by reason of her role and competence, is not identified in any way with
the political community nor bound to any political system. She is at once a sign
and a safeguard of the transcendent character of the human person’’ (GS 76).
By her union with Christ in the Holy Spirit, the Church leads human beings to
the ultimate end, union with the Trinity, whereas political communities can
only lead human beings to proximate temporal ends that ideally are ordered to
the ultimate end revealed in the Church.

This distinction of the Church from merely this-worldly political com-
munities has various repercussions. For one, some means that political com-
munities legitimately use to attain temporal goods are not legitimately used by
the Church to attain spiritual goods. For another, while the Church may accept
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privileges from the political community that assist in the accomplishment of
her mission, she may equally renounce them. In the final analysis the Church
requires (for herself ) from political communities only that ‘‘at all times and in
all places, the Church should have true freedom to preach the faith, to teach
her social doctrine, to exercise her role freely among men, and also to pass
moral judgment in those matters which regard public order when the funda-
mental rights of a person or the salvation of souls require it’’ (GS 76).21

As is clear, these requirements, along with the presence of practicing
Christians in the citizenry, will profoundly challenge the political community
to live up to the order of justice in advancing temporal goods, and yet this
challenge ultimately redounds to true peace among human beings.Gaudium et
spes recognizes that the Church’s effort ‘‘to foster and elevate all that is found to
be true, good and beautiful in the human community’’—an effort that, like all
good deeds, will not (as the proverbial saying goes) go unpunished—in fact
‘‘strengthens peace among men for the glory of God’’ (GS 76). Peace in Christ
conduces to temporal peace, and vice versa.

In short, by ordering its account of politics, including democratic politics,
around the common good (ultimately Christological), as well as by insisting that
the Church is not a mere this-worldly association, Gaudium et spes establishes
its continuity with earlier Catholic political theory, even though its treatment
also goes beyond what some earlier popes had taught.

War and Peace

Not surprisingly, Gaudium et spes is opposed to war. Rightly describing war’s
‘‘frightfulness,’’ it observes,

Even though recent wars have wrought physical and moral havoc on
our world, the devastation of battle still goes on day by day in some
part of the world. Indeed, now that every kind of weapon produced by
modern science is used in war, the fierce character of warfare
threatens to lead the combatants to a savagery far surpassing that of
the past. Furthermore, the complexity of the modern world and the
intricacy of international relations allow guerrilla warfare to be drawn
out by new methods of deceit and subversion. In many causes the use
of terrorism is regarded as a new way to wage war. (GS 79)

This opposition to war, however, does not lead to accepting peace at the cost of
justice. The end of human nature, the common good, requires justice. In ac-
cord with the tradition of Catholic thought on war and peace, the pastoral
constitution insists that ‘‘peace is not merely the absence of war’’ and explains,
in contemporary context, that this means that peace is neither ‘‘brought about
by dictatorship’’ nor ‘‘the maintenance of a balance of power between ene-
mies’’ (GS 78). Furthermore, true peace, given the fallen human condition, is
something that cannot actually be achieved by human power. Christ alone,
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in charity, can achieve the justice that is ‘‘peace’’; Christ gives this charitable
justice to us. Gaudium et spes teaches, ‘‘That earthly peace which arises from
love of neighbor symbolizes and results from the peace of Christ which radi-
ates from God the Father. For by the cross the incarnate Son, the prince of
peace reconciled all men with God. By thus restoring all men to the unity of
one people and one body, He slew hatred in his own flesh; and, after being
lifted on high by his resurrection, He poured forth the spirit of love into the
hearts of men’’ (GS 78). The Church therefore has an indispensable element to
offer to seekers of temporal peace. Without the justice made possible by
charity, the human quest for peace will be fruitless.22

Gaudium et spes does not adopt pacifism. It might seem that the standards
for peace are so high—not merely justice but indeed a justice grounded in
supernatural charity—that the best one can do is refuse, in all circumstances,
to employ violence, thereby at least witnessing eschatologically to ‘‘peace.’’
Gaudium et spes has the following to say in this regard: ‘‘We cannot fail to praise
those who renounce the use of violence in the vindication of their rights and
who resort to methods of defense which are otherwise available to weaker
parties too, provided this can be done without injury to the rights and duties of
others or of the community itself ’’ (GS 78).

Without rejecting individuals’ practice of pacifism, in short, Gaudium et
spes cautions that human beings, in justly defending the temporal good of in-
dividuals and the community, may in certain circumstances use violence;
otherwise human beings, especially the poor and the weak, would be left en-
tirely at the mercy of the violent assaults of oppressors while others stood by
and refused to offer effectual assistance. An example thatGaudium et spes gives
is ‘‘the methodical extermination of an entire people’’ (GS 79)—here thinking
no doubt of the Holocaust. Those who killed the Jews, even under orders,
committed heinous acts; those who used violence to defend and save the Jews
acted rightly.23

Clearly, then, Gaudium et spes provides no absolute plan to free human
beings from violence, beyond the urgent evangelistic task of conversion of
hearts: ‘‘Insofar as men are sinful, the threat of war hangs over them, and hang
over them it will until the return of Christ. But insofar as men vanquish sin by
a union of love, they will vanquish violence as well and make these words come
true: ‘They shall turn their swords into plough-shares, and their spears into
sickles. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn
war any more’ (Is 2:4)’’ (GS 79). Beyond the call to evangelize and general
encouragement to peacemakers, however, does Gaudium et spes have anything
else to offer to the quest for peace and the desire to end war?

It does, beginning with the stricture that war must be undertaken for ‘‘ just
defense’’ as opposed to ‘‘subjugation of other nations’’ (GS 79). Furthermore,
war must be conducted justly, which excludes (with Hiroshima and Nagasaki
no doubt in mind) ‘‘any act of war aimed indiscriminately at the destruction of
entire cities of extensive areas along with their population’’ (GS 80). Gaudium
et spes goes on to warn that the arms race in weapons of mass destruction ‘‘is an
utterly treacherous trap for humanity’’ and to propose that an international
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political authority be developed so that war might be ‘‘outlawed’’ (GS 81). While
one can argue that Gaudium et spes does not inquire sufficiently into the pos-
sibility that the international body might itself become an instrument of op-
pression, it is fully in line with the advocacy of earlier twentieth-century popes
for strong international political organizations to complement the system of
nation-states and reduce the likelihood of war.24 The Church’s role within
these international organizations is to establish ‘‘the fraternal exchange be-
tween men on solid ground by imparting knowledge of the divine and human
law’’ (GS 89). Since she is able to teach the ‘‘end,’’ the Church merits a formal
place within the deliberations of the community of nations, and her members
should also seek to play an important role through Catholic and ecumenical
associations.

On the grounds that war often stems from economic pressures, at the
center ofGaudium et spes’s recommendations for assisting the avoidance of war
is a lengthy discourse on how to improve international economic cooperation,
especially with regard to imbalances between developing and technologically
advanced countries. Here, in the context of a broader discussion of the need to
assist in alleviating poverty in undeveloped countries (in regard to which
Gaudium et spes proposes a new organ of the Church specifically aimed at in-
ternational service to the poor), the issue of population growth appears.25

While recognizing that population growth could legitimately require govern-
ments to address the issue by ‘‘social and family life legislation’’ (GS 87) and
educatory steps, the pastoral constitution cautions that only the husband and
wife have the right to determine how many children they have and that reg-
ulation of births must accord with the moral law, which, as we have seen, is the
law of ‘‘mutual self-bestowal’’ in each person’s body-soul unity.

The political teaching of Gaudium et spes, in sum, attempts to balance the
recognition that the injustice that breeds war will continue until the return of
Christ, with the truth that efforts to avert war and to insist upon its just limi-
tations can have significant salutary effect. And yet Gaudium et spes offers no
mere instruction in realpolitik—it ultimately offers the call to conversion:
‘‘ ‘Behold, now is the acceptable time for a change of heart; behold! now is the
day of salvation’ ’’ (GS 82). It also offers, as an eschatological sign of the unity-
in-diversity of the human race, the Church herself (GS 92).26

By retaining the Augustinian account of ‘‘peace,’’ as well just war doctrine,
then, Gaudium et spes’s presentation of war and peace displays continuity with
the Catholic tradition.

Conclusion

Gaudium et spes’s final paragraphs are devoted to expressions of ecumenical
hope for full unity among Christians and of optimism for ever-deepening
dialogue with all non-Christians that takes as its starting point the unity of the
human race. This hope for brotherhood manifests itself in love. Quoting John
13:35,Gaudium et spes points out that Christians will be known by how they love
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and serve each other. If ‘‘the Father wills that in all men we recognize Christ
our brother and love Him effectively’’ (GS 93), then Christians are called to the
task of serving the world. Such service means participating in the development
of all human beings’ potential for the true and the good—development that
includes, within the eternal ‘‘end,’’ temporal goods. In seeking to undertake
such loving service, Christians must rely upon the Holy Spirit, not upon their
own power, as Gaudium et spesmakes clear by ending with Ephesians 3:20–21.

As we have seen, Gaudium et spes identifies five major areas in which such
loving service is particularly needed: marriage and the family, culture, eco-
nomics, politics, and the quest for world peace. To each area the pastoral
constitution applies the Catholic understanding of the nature of human beings
as ordered to the end of charitable union with God. In so doing, it offers a
vision for the five areas that both renews and stands in continuity with the key
positions of earlier Catholic teaching:27 in marriage, indissolubility and the
combination of the unitive and procreative ends (now articulated around the
concept of ‘‘gift’’); in culture, Christian humanism as a measure of growth in
theoretical and practical wisdom; in economics, the ‘‘end’’ of the body-soul
person rather than mere profit; in politics, the derivation of political authority
from God (the common good) rather than from individual human choice; and
in the quest for world peace, the insistence upon justice, as well as the doctrine
of just war and an international thrust consonant with the unity of the human
race.

notes

1. Norman Tanner, S.J., drawing upon remarks that Edward Schillebeeckx, O.P.,
made near the end of the council at a Dutch Center of Documentation conference,
argues that the debates over the schema on the Church in the world in the council’s
third session (1964) represented a pastoral shift that, by its nature, fostered a new un-
derstanding of the magisterium: ‘‘The knowledge, moreover, that the issues in question
concerned the present historical situation and therefore were of their very nature con-
tingent, made the council’s declarations about them also contingent. In this way there
came about a notable change in the traditional idea that a general council, precisely
because it is an extraordinary organ of the Church’s Magisterium, must deliberate
within the framework of absolute and timeless truth and that its teachings must be valid
for all eternity’’ (Tanner, ‘‘Chapter V: The Church in the World (Ecclesia ad extra),’’ in
History of Vatican II, vol. 4, Church as Communion: Third Period and Intersession, Sep-
tember 1964–September 1965, ed. Giuseppe Alberigo (English version ed. Joseph A.
Komonchak [Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 2003]), 270; for Schillebeeckx’s remarks, 327–28).
Yet the issues addressed by part two of Gaudium et spes required, as we will see, certain
principles that are ‘‘absolute and timeless truth’’ and thus ‘‘valid for all eternity.’’
Tanner’s historical survey tends to be shaped by his view, similar to F. X. Murphy’s
(Xavier Rhynne’s), that ‘‘in the council hall there was quite a sharp divide between those
fathers who thought the schema did not state clearly enough what they considered to be
the traditional teaching of the Church and those who wanted to update this teaching:
Conservatives (or traditionalists) and progressives (or liberals) are quite apposite terms,
though they were never used in the speeches in the council hall’’ (308). These terms,
however, are misleading since all of the bishops accepted Catholic commitment to
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authoritative tradition. The terms should be replaced by ones that indicate more fully
the common bond that the bishops, even in disagreeing, shared.

2. Gaudium et spes has frequent recourse to the concept of ‘‘human dignity.’’ In
questioning this concept, Ernest L. Fortin, A.A., has pointed out that ‘‘John Paul II’s
unprecedented insistence on the more or less Kantian notion of the ‘dignity’ that is said
to accrue to the human being, not because of any actual conformity with the moral law,
but for no other reason than that he is an ‘autonomous subject of moral decision’
([Centesimus annus] no. 13). The more usual view, which Kant was rejecting, is that one’s
dignity as a rational and free being is contingent on the fulfillment of prior duties. That
dignity could be forfeited and was so forfeited by the criminal who had no respect for
and no desire to abide by the moral law. One’s goodness or dignity was not something
given once and for all; it was meant to be achieved. Its measure was one’s success in
attaining the end or ends to which one was ordered by nature. The Rousseauean and
Kantian notion of the sovereign or sacred individual had yet to make its appearance. To
be and to be good were two different things’’ (Fortin, ‘‘From Rerum novarum to Cen-
tesimus annus: Continuity or Discontinuity?’’ in Fortin, Collected Essays, vol. 3, Human
Rights, Virtue, and the Common Good: Untimely Meditations on Religion and Politics, ed. J.
Brian Benestad [Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996], 229). While agreeing
that Fortin’s understanding of ‘‘dignity’’ as measured by ‘‘attaining the end or ends to
which one was ordered by nature’’ is a primary and neglected meaning of ‘‘dignity,’’ I
nonetheless maintain that there is also a ‘‘dignity’’ that belongs to human beings as the
imago Dei and that is not erased by sin. Thomas Aquinas makes a helpful distinction
between the imago as ‘‘a natural aptitude for understanding and loving God’’ and the
imago as ‘‘the conformity of grace’’ and as ‘‘the likeness of glory’’: Summa theologiae I, q.
93, a. 4. Cf. Lawrence J. Welch, ‘‘Gaudium et spes, the Divine Image and the Synthesis of
Veritatis splendor,’’ Communio 24 (1997): 794–814.

3. For a helpful summary of Archbishop Karol Wojtyla’s influence on the final
form of Gaudium et spes see George Weigel,Witness to Hope: The Biography of Pope John
Paul II (1999; New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 166–69. A little more than a decade
later Wojtyla and Joseph Ratzinger met for the first time at the conclave that elected
John Paul I. As Weigel relates, ‘‘Ratzinger, one of the intellectual fathers of Lumen
gentium (the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church), and Wojtyla, one of the architects
of Gaudium et spes (the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World),
found themselves in what Ratzinger later recalled as a ‘spontaneous sympathy’ for each
other’s sense of what was needed to secure the legacy of Vatican II. Most concisely,
Gaudium et spes had to be reread through the prism of Lumen gentium so that the Church
could engage the modern world with its own unique message’’ (ibid., 244).

4. Bernhard Häring, who became a leading dissenting moral theologian, wrote in
1968 about the preparation of this chapter of the document: ‘‘Before the council, the
bishops had been sent a schema on ‘Marriage, Family, and Chastity.’ Taken as a whole it
was timeless and unproblematic. It was intended to perpetuate the negative and rigorist
casuistry of the standard textbooks’’ (Häring, ‘‘Fostering the Nobility of Marriage and
the Family,’’ in Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 5, Pastoral Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World, ed. Herbert Vorgrimler, trans. W. J. O’Hara [New
York: Herder and Herder, 1969], 225). Häring pictures the debate that occurred at this
stage as between the ‘‘conservative group’’ and the ‘‘open-minded bishops’’ (225). The
key for Häring is the priority of love (the unitive aspect of marriage), even though he
grants that ‘‘the text makes it equally plain that procreation and upbringing are not
incidental’’ (234). Typical of Häring’s commentary are comments like the following:
‘‘There is no trace here of the self-assurance of the deductive philosophical way of
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thinking about natural law which appeared to arrive by its syllogisms at absolutely
certain metaphysical solutions and so failed to understand the problems raised by a new
age and its new difficulties’’ (229). He likewise argues for a reading of the text that
corresponds to a ‘‘fundamental option’’ theory: ‘‘In the text at this point [no. 48],
however, it is not the single act but the whole community of life and love which is
viewed as mutual self-giving’’ (233). Regarding no. 48, Häring observes appreciatively
that ‘‘the 151 fathers who wished to teach that conjugal love is taken up into divine love
‘by fecundity,’ were not followed. It is noteworthy that they did not even receive an
answer here. Their perpetually repeated amendments one-sidedly stressing fecundity
were frequently answered by reference to the unqualified worth of a childless marriage
when there is a right attitude in other respects’’ (235–36). Häring also reads Gaudium et
spes’s section on marriage and the family as rejecting the Augustinian view of sexual
intercourse as affected by lust and thereby needing to be re-ordered toward self-giving.
At the time of writing Häring was engaged in ‘‘the current controversy about ways of
responsible birth regulation’’ (238). Due to the influence and the representative nature
of the Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, ed. Vorgrimler, in which Häring’s
commentary appears, I make frequent recourse to this commentary in the footnotes to
this chapter in order to shed light on the basic approach of scholars who see disconti-
nuity in Gaudium et spes.

5. Häring states that ‘‘the council teaches extremely clearly in the first sentence of
article 50 that marriage and married love, regarded as a whole, are essentially and in-
trinsically ordained to the creation of life’’ (239). He adds his interpretation: ‘‘This
turning away from a narrow and at the same time incorrect analysis of the marriage act
to a view of the married vocation as a whole is momentous’’ (ibid.). In Häring’s view the
key is that individual acts of marital sexual intercourse do not receive their ‘‘moral
‘justification’ from other ‘goods’ of marriage’’ (240).

6. Norman Tanner, S.J., comments, ‘‘Regarding the two ends of marriage—the
procreation and bringing up of children and, second, the mutual help that spouses give
to each other and the remedy for concupiscence—which had provoked sharp debate in
1964, both are mentioned in a discreet way and without entering into the thorny issue
of the priority of one over the other’’ (Tanner, The Church and the World: Gaudium et
Spes, Inter Mirifica [New York: Paulist Press, 2005], 51). I suggest instead that the
priority of children is placed carefully within the whole framework of married love and
therefore no longer risks appearing as an extrinsic priority.

7. GS 51. In ‘‘Fostering the Nobility of Marriage’’ Häring observes: ‘‘The subtitle of
article 51 expresses clearly and frankly a problem which is still largely unsolved. How is
the harmonious cultivation of conjugal love to be meaningfully reconciled with re-
sponsible regulation of births? The council had the courage frankly to state the diffi-
culties and even the dangers of an over-simplified solution. A long period of continence
in marriage, even if undertaken by mutual agreement, can represent a danger to marital
fidelity, as the apostle of the gentiles himself pointed out (1 Cor 7:5)’’ (242). He also
notes as regards abortion: ‘‘The request of three council fathers for a precise definition
of ‘abortus’ was not granted (Responsum 101c). There are in fact marginal cases where no
unanimity as yet prevails whether an ‘abortus’ is involved or not, for example, when the
fetus certainly has no further prospect of life, while the mother’s life can still be saved’’
(243). Even when appealing to natural law,Gaudium et spes does so, Häring emphasizes,
from a ‘‘personalist viewpoint’’ that understands ‘‘the immense difference between
merely animal structure and human sexuality’’ (ibid.). He finds ‘‘a dynamic conception
of the Church’s teaching on the question of birth control. The reference to Casti connubii
stands in conjunction with Pius XII’s address to Italian midwives in 1951 in which for
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the first time the idea of consciously responsible procreation clearly appeared in a
pronouncement of the Magisterium. Both texts must also be understood in the light of
Paul VI’s address of June 1964, according to which certain questions were to be sub-
mitted to thorough study in view of the new situation and new scientific knowledge. The
Magisterium is viewed as functioning within the history of redemption. This also points
to an understanding of natural law which more consciously takes into account the tem-
poral, historical character of man than was done by the purely static doctrine of natural
law which prevailed with the advent of rationalism’’ (244).

8. Häring points out that, ‘‘As opposed to one-sided older tendencies to describe
the role of the wife exclusively as that of housewife and mother, stress is laid on the
presence of the father and his importance for the children’s upbringing, as well as on
the legitimate social progress of women’’ (ibid., 245). His discussion of this chapter of
Gaudium et spes concludes: ‘‘Unenlightened Christians who cling stubbornly to past
modes of life and fight doggedly for secondary matters which are often not specifically
Christian but only things of the day before yesterday, have no influence on the course of
history’’ (ibid.).

9. In his commentary on this chapter of Gaudium et spes (‘‘The Proper Develop-
ment of Culture,’’ in Vorgrimler, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World), Roberto Tucci proposes with regard to no. 53: ‘‘The animal finds what it needs
ready-made; it only has to search, collect, or, as the case may be, hoard. Man, on the
other hand, has tomakewhat he needs bymeans of the specifically human activity which
we call ‘work.’ ‘Nature’ is the material and object of man’s work; man applies mind and
hand to it and adapts it to himself, transforms it according to his requirements, makes it
provide what he needs. But while acting upon nature, man also transforms himself ’’
(255). Gaudium et spes, however, does not conceive ‘‘nature’’ as merely ‘‘the material and
object of man’s work.’’ See Matthew L. Lamb, ‘‘Nature Is Normative for Culture,’’ Nova
et Vetera (English) 3 (2005): 153–62.

10. Tucci remarks on this text: ‘‘It is indubitable that this shows a very favourable
conception of one absolutely decisive aspect of contemporary culture, which after
starting with Faustian or Promethean pride, is gradually being inspired by an increased
sense of responsibility and universal solidarity. ‘Man who is the author of culture’
becomes a synonym for man capable of making a better world on the ethical plane itself,
that is, in truth and justice, and consequently capable of a new humanism characterized
precisely by moral commitment through corporate responsibility of all for each. Pre-
cisely because of this initial favorable judgment, the text met with opposition from
various fathers who detected in it an exaggerated and dangerous optimism’’ (260). For
helpful discussion see, for example, Larry S. Chapp, ‘‘The Retrieval ofGaudium et spes: A
Comparison of Rowland and Balthasar,’’ Nova et Vetera (English) 3 (2005): 118–47;
Hans Urs von Balthasar, ‘‘The Council of the Holy Spirit,’’ in Explorations in Theology,
vol. 3, Creator Spirit (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), 245–67; David L. Schindler,
‘‘Christology and the Imago Dei: Interpreting Gaudium et spes,’’ Communio 23 (1996):
156–84; Walter Kasper, ‘‘The Theological Anthropology of Gaudium et spes,’’ Communio
23 (1996): 129–40.

11. As Tucci rightly says regarding the effect of no. 56, ‘‘The optimism of the
previous article is quickly reduced to just proportions by consideration of the many
contradictions which confront modern man in his project of achieving a ‘new hu-
manism’ fraught with great hopes’’ (‘‘Proper Development of Culture,’’ 260). However,
Tucci quickly adds, ‘‘But even here the positive note is the stronger, for the contradic-
tions are not regarded as insuperable obstacles, but as pointers to corresponding moral
obligations which present themselves to the conscience of people today who want to be
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lucidly responsible for their task of building a truly human culture’’ (260–61). Tucci’s
focus is on highlighting the positive aspect.

12. Tucci states, ‘‘Having affirmed the autonomy of culture in relation to faith, and
unfolded the essential content of that autonomy, the last paragraph goes on to vindicate
the independence of culture in the face of political and economic power’’ (ibid., 270–71).
It is this kind of emphasis on ‘‘autonomy’’ that Tracey Rowland ably critiques in Culture
and the Thomist Tradition: After Vatican II (New York: Routledge, 2003).

13. As Tucci says appreciatively: ‘‘It may be noted in passing that one father
complained that this passage in article 62 did not pay due heed to the dangers which
threaten young seminarians from modern culture. The Commission replied that the
text refers to the professors, and indicates precisely how to safeguard effectively the
young men entrusted to them from such dangers’’ (‘‘Proper Development of Culture,’’
284–85). Tucci concludes by emphasizing ‘‘the new spirit which the council has intro-
duced into the Church. In the field of culture, as in others, it is true that the council did
not mark the end of a journey but the opening of new roads by which Christians must
courageously travel, in a spirit of initiative and invention, in a climate of fruitful liberty,
with humility and courage’’ (287).

14. In contrast, Oswald von Nell-Breuning, in his commentary on this chapter
(‘‘Socio-economic Life: Commentary,’’ in Vorgrimler, Pastoral Constitution on the Church
in the Modern World), observes: ‘‘There is no trace here of that skeptical, critical attitude
to economic life, so frequently found in ascetical writings and in official ecclesiastical
pronouncements, which asserts that it diverts men’s minds from higher things and
attaches them to lower things. The optimistic attitude of John XXIII (Mater et magistra,
nos. 246, 254ff.) has prevailed’’ (292). Nell-Breuning also contrasts Leo XIII’s teaching
in Rerum novarum that ‘‘inequalities in the economic and social situation are unavoid-
able because authority and subordination are indispensable, an integral part of the di-
vinely willed order of things, and have to be borne with submission’’ with Gaudium et
spes’s ‘‘definitely critical attitude to economic and social inequalities’’ (293–94). It is
clear that Gaudium et spes does not call for the rooting out of all inequalities.

15. Nell-Breuning observes, ‘‘It is a matter for satisfaction that unfortunate ex-
pressions about property being an extension of the personality into the world of things,
and others of that kind, have not found their way into Gaudium et spes’’ (‘‘Socio-
economic Life: Commentary,’’ 310).

16. The question of whether the Church’s doctrine on political life is best ex-
pressed in the language of ‘‘rights,’’ while not a question originating with Vatican II, is
an important one. For the medieval understanding of ‘‘ius’’ (translated as ‘‘right’’),
particularly in canon law, see Charles J. Reid Jr., Power over the Body, Equality in the
Family: Rights and Domestic Relations in Medieval Canon Law (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 2004); Brian Tierney, The Idea of Natural Rights: Studies on Natural Rights,
Natural Law, and Church Law (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2001 [1997]). For
criticism of ‘‘rights’’ language, especially as found in the political philosophy of Jacques
Maritain and in the encyclical tradition influenced by his approach, see, for example, G.
J. McAleer, Ecstatic Morality and Sexual Politics, chapters 7–9; Rowland, Culture and
the Thomist Tradition; and especially Ernest L. Fortin, A.A., ‘‘Human Rights and the
Common Good,’’ ‘‘Sacred and Inviolable: Rerum novarum and Natural Rights,’’ and
‘‘From Rerum novarum to Centesimus annus: Continuity or Discontinuity?’’ in Fortin,
Human Rights, Virtue, and the Common Good, 19–28, 191–222, and 223–29.

17. As Nell-Breuning rightly remarks in his commentary on chapter 4 (‘‘The Life of
the Political Community: Commentary,’’ in Vorgrimler, Pastoral Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World), ‘‘In complete accordance with the traditional line and
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appealing to Romans 13:1–5, the council describes the communitas politica as grounded
in human nature and therefore as belonging to the divine order of the world’’ (319).

18. GS 75. Nell-Breuning comments: ‘‘When Pius XII in his Christmas message in
1944 praised the advantages of democracy, people tended to regard this merely as
reflecting the world situation created by the imminent victory of the democratic powers.
In fact, the official Church had long shown great reserve in regard to democracy. It is
sufficient to read Leo XIII’s encyclicals on the State to realize that the Pope is not
addressing the people (except to exhort them to obedience) but the princes, whom Leo
XIII in a certain sense treats as his equals. On the other hand, Catholic theologians, in
particular the great Spanish scholastics (Vitoria, Suárez, etc.) as early as the sixteenth
century, maintained the principle of the sovereignty of the people, if properly under-
stood. . . .This ancient and venerable doctrine of the sovereignty of the people was
suspected for a time of being incompatible with Leo XIII’s doctrine of the State, and was
not extolled as the Church’s official teaching on the State even by Pius XII in his famous
address to the Roman Rota on October 2, 1945, though he showed himself very well-
disposed towards it, which at all events was a big step forward. Until then, the tendency
was to assimilate the structure of the secular State authority as closely as possible to the
divinely appointed hierarchical structure of the Church, thus exhibiting State and
Church as closely akin in social structure, and mutually complementary. Pius XII, on
the contrary, pointed out that the doctrine of sovereignty of the people has the particular
merit of bringing out clearly the fundamentally different structure of authority in State
and Church. Authority in the State flows, so to speak, from below upwards; issuing
from the people, it extends to the government as the highest organ of the State. In the
Church, it flows from above downwards’’ (‘‘Life of the Political Community: Com-
mentary,’’ 320). Yet Nell-Breuning has to admit that ‘‘Gaudium et spes does not go as far
as formerly in endorsing the doctrine of the sovereignty of the people or, to put it
another way, the principle of the intrinsically democratic structure of the State,’’ even if
for Nell-Breuning Gaudium et spes ‘‘tacitly assumes that principle as a starting point
which it takes for granted as a matter of course’’ (321). To my mind, the key is Gaudium
et spes’s affirmation that political authority flows ultimately from God, not from the
people or from individuals.

19. As Nell-Breuning points out, ‘‘When Leo XIII dealt with the relation between
the two, he assumed that the State was Christian or, more precisely, a Catholic de-
nominational State. What variations ensue if the State does not correspond to this
conception, one has to work out on one’s own responsibility; Leo XIII did not discuss
this situation which, ideally, should not exist, nor the consequences to be drawn from it.
His successors also remained, in all essentials, true to that line, Pius XII, for example, in
his teaching on tolerance: As such and by rights, the State professes the Catholic faith as
the State religion and therefore promotes and supports the Catholic Church and de-
fends it against the incursion of other religious denominations and, of course, of non-
religious ideologies; where this condition is unfortunately not realized, it may be ap-
propriate for the sake of the common good for the State to permit non-Catholic religious
societies and non-religious ideological associations on its territory and to grant them
protection. The council starts from a fundamentally different assumption. It accepts the
ideologically pluralistic society not as the ideal case but as normal in present-day con-
ditions’’ (‘‘Life of the Political Community: Commentary,’’ 323–24). This point seems
right.

20. Tanner notes that this section of Gaudium et spes ‘‘appears strongly influenced
by the separation of church and state in the United States and seems to eschew the ideal
of a Catholic state that was close to the heart of many in Europe and South America’’
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(Tanner, Church and the World, 57–58). Much depends, however, upon what one means
by ‘‘the separation of church and state.’’

21. Nell-Breuning comments that ‘‘here a very definite turning point is passed, not
so much in doctrine as in practice. The council proclaims that the Church does not put
its trust in privileges granted by the State. . . .Today the Church knows what harm was
done by its close links with the upper classes of society and particularly with the State
(alliance of Throne and Altar) to its credibility in the eyes of the broad masses of the
population, the less fortunate, the oppressed and the exploited. Much too late, only after
the Church had lost the greater part of the workers, has this realization prevailed;
everything will depend now on translating it into practice. The council has drawn a
cheque; it must be honoured’’ (‘‘Life of the Political Community: Commentary,’’ 326–
27). Certainly the council teaches here the minimum that the Church requires from
political communities, but whether it is best to keep to the minimum is not here
decided.

22. René Coste rightly observes in his commentary on chapter 5 (‘‘The Fostering of
Peace and the Promotion of a Community of Nations: Commentary,’’ in Vorgrimler,
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World): ‘‘Without actually quoting it,
the council refers to the famous Augustinian definition which has repeatedly figured in
Catholic theology and official pronouncements: Pax omnium rerum tranquillitas ordinis.
Peace is understood here in Augustine’s sense’’ (348).

23. Coste’s commentary is instructive with regard to the difficulties that can arise:
Inspired by Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr., he wants to affirm nonviolence as a
Christian principle and yet also to agree with Augustine. He states, ‘‘We have deliber-
ately left aside one basic gospel maxim, that of nonviolence. Is it not self-evident, though
too often forgotten, that renunciation of force is always both condition and consequence
of charity and peace? Can it be doubted that for Christians non-violence, both collective
and individual, is the norm? . . .A plain commitment to non-violence to the very limits
of possibility is called for. The content of this principle must, however, be precisely
understood. It must not be reduced to a particular scholastic opinion or a special
technique, nor should it be limited to absolute non-violence’’ (ibid., 350). It must be
nonviolence, yet not ‘‘absolute.’’ At this stage Coste asks rhetorically, ‘‘Does the gospel
not oblige us to acknowledge absolute non-violence as a universal principle, and con-
sequently to reject every recourse to legitimate defense even in the most tragic and
generally recognized cases? This is an extremely difficult problem, for at first sight the
interpretation of the gospel seems to point in this direction. . . .Though we cannot justify
our opinion in detail here, we concur with Vatican II, with the unanimous tradition of
Catholic doctrine since Augustine (who for his part reflects the view of the major part of
the early Church) and with the great majority of theologians, in holding that Christ did
emphatically propound his dynamic ideal of non-violence but did not mean it absolutely
to forbid Christians any recourse to legitimate defense, especially when this appears
absolutely necessary for the defense of the innocent. He was aware, of course, that God’s
witnesses under the old covenant interpreted the Decalogue precept ‘Thou shalt not kill’
as condemning murder but not resistance to unjust violence. Neither his words nor his
behavior prove that he rejected this interpretation or replaced it by a law that admits of
absolutely no exception. The apostolic Church which made such efforts to be perfectly
faithful to his teaching, indubitably accepted the right of legitimate defense, at least
against common law crimes (for example, Rom 13:1–7; 1 Pet 2:13f.). Love for our
brethren must be active’’ (350–51). Having said this, Coste goes on to emphasize the
priority of nonviolence as the basic stance of the Christian even while accepting, insofar
as he understands it, just war doctrine.
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24. On this point see, for example, Robert John Araujo, S.J., and John A. Lucal,
S.J., Papal Diplomacy and the Quest for Peace: The Vatican and International Organizations
from the Early Years to the League of Nations (Naples, Fla.: Sapientia Press, 2004).

25. Coste affirms in his commentary on no. 87: ‘‘The problem of the increasingly
rapid growth of world population has become one of the gravest of our time. . . .
Demographers regard it as not at all unlikely that by the year 2000 the world population
will be 6,000 million. Even leaving out of account the fantastic problems created by the
simultaneous presence of somany human beings on the earth, this demographic growth
immediately involves direct and terrible consequences in conjunction with underdev-
elopment’’ (‘‘Fostering of Peace,’’ 365–66).

26. In summarizing the contribution of this part of Gaudium et spes Coste ob-
serves, ‘‘Even if it adds little that is new to the teaching of recent popes, that fact itself is
of great importance. The continuity of doctrine must be emphasized. The same fun-
damental line of thought and the same spirit persists from Pius XII who took over the
important themes from his predecessors and whose teaching retains its full importance,
whatever some may say about it, through John XXIII whose two great encyclicals
attracted so much attention, down to Paul VI whose teaching on international problems
is already so substantial, and so to Vatican II. The Christian has surely a right to regard
this as a sign of the special assistance of the Holy Spirit’’ (‘‘Fostering of Peace,’’ 368).

27. With an eye to those who rejected the Second Vatican Council, Tanner ob-
serves that while Archbishop Lefèbvre ‘‘refused to endorse the decree with his signature
at the time of the council,’’ his ‘‘formal opposition was reserved more for other decrees,
principally those on the liturgy (Sacrosanctum concilium), ecumenism (Unitatis redin-
tegratio), and religious liberty (Dignitatis humanae)’’ (Tanner, Church and the World, 61).
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9

The Decree on the Bishops’

Pastoral Office in the Church,

Christus Dominus

Brian Ferme

Christus Dominus was approved on October 28, 1965, by a vote of 2,139
placet, 2 non placet, and 1 invalid vote and was approved immediately
by Paul VI. The decree was the result of the integration of two schema:
De cura animarum and De episcoporum munere pastorali and reflected
the work of the commission De episcopis.1

Unlike the other documents of Vatican II, Christus Dominus 44
concludes with a specific reference to the proposed revision of the
Code of Canon Law: ‘‘This most sacred synod prescribes that in the re-
vision of the Code of Canon Law suitable laws be drawn up in keeping
with the principles stated in this decree.’’ This general directive un-
derscores not only the particularly practical nature of Christus Dominus
but also its essential link with the revision of the Church’s canon law.
On January 25, 1959, John XXIII, after a solemn celebration in the
Patriarchal Basilica of Saint Paul outside the walls, announced his
intention of holding a synod for the diocese of Rome, of celebrating an
ecumenical council, and of revising the (1917) Code of Canon Law.2 It
is thus not without some historical relevance that the present Code of
Canon Law was promulgated on January 25, 1983. In the apostolic
constitution Sacrae disciplinae leges, with which John Paul II promul-
gated the code, the pontiff stated that ‘‘In so doing, my thoughts go
back to the same day of the year 1959 when my predecessor of happy
memory, John XXIII, announced for the first time his decision to
reform the existing corpus of canonical legislation which had been
promulgated on the feast of Pentecost in the year 1917.’’

An appreciation of the importance and subsequent impact of
Christus Dominus is intimately linked not only to various postconciliar
norms that put into legal effect many of the issues that Christus
Dominus touched on but also to the revision and promulgation of the



1983 Code of Canon Law, along with the various legislative documents that
followed it with respect to the topics treated in the decree: the role of bishops
within the universal Church and their relationship with the Apostolic See; the
role of the diocesan bishop in their particular (diocesan) Church; and the co-
operation between bishops for the good of various particular churches. Each of
these general themes necessarily involved a series of more specific and gen-
erally canonical questions dealt with by Christus Dominus: the Synod of Bish-
ops; a bishop’s potestas (authority) in his diocese; a bishop’s faculty to dispense;
the role and competence of the Roman Curia, especially with respect to the
office of the diocesan bishop; intradiocesan questions (e.g., the diocesan curia,
the diocesan pastoral council, the diocesan clergy [especially pastors of souls],
religious within the diocese); extradiocesan questions; episcopal conferences;
the boundaries of ecclesiastical provinces and regions; and bishops with inter-
diocesan offices.

It is arguably no exaggeration to claim that Christus Dominus is an espe-
cially canonically oriented decree, and a glance at the 1983 code confirms the
extent to which it was the source for the canons that were fashioned as a re-
sponse to what it contained. In effect, the 1983 code and subsequent legislation
were the natural complements to Christus Dominus.3 Many of these issues
demanded a considerable reworking of the 1917 code as established canonical
institutions were legally reconfigured and new ones were legally formed. Given
that, a number of these institutions both during and after the council were the
object of considerable theological and canonical discussion, the result not only
of diverse understandings of the council texts but often also of the practical
difficulties involved in implementing Christus Dominus. In the forty years from
the promulgation of Christus Dominus the major questions have been resolved
through the publication of a number of key documents that specifically an-
swered critical themes raised in the decree and which thereby determined the
Church’s mind on issues that in turn reflected the proper understanding of the
council.

In his first address to the Roman Curia on December 22, 2005, Pope
Benedict XVI considered a proper understanding of the council and its texts.
The pontiff made the significant point that the implementation of the council
had been difficult due to an incorrect interpretation resulting from a herme-
neutics of discontinuity and rupture instead of one of reform or renewal within
continuity: ‘‘The hermeneutics of discontinuity risks ending in a split between
the preconciliar Church and the postconciliar Church. It asserts that the texts
of the council as such do not yet express the true spirit of the council. It claims
that they are the result of compromises in which, to reach unanimity, it was
found necessary to keep and reconfirmmany old things that are now pointless.
However, the true spirit of the council is not to be found in these compromises
but instead in the impulses toward the new that are contained in the texts.’’

The postconciliar process of the legal application of Christus Dominus re-
flects an important element in the hermeneutics of reform understood as the
necessary and ongoing translation into legal language of the doctrines pro-
posed by the council and in a particular fashion by Christus Dominus. At the
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same time it also reflects continuity with respect to the Church’s constant
teaching on these doctrines. The 1983 code is intimately connected with and
dependent upon Vatican II: A considerable number of canons are taken di-
rectly from its documents; many are new, a result of the council’s teaching
(e.g., canons on the Synod of Bishops and episcopal conferences). Others were
reworded to reflect conciliar thought, and the code itself was restructured to
reflect the threefold munera (duties) of teaching, sanctifying, and ruling. In
Sacrae disciplinae leges, John Paul stated:

The instrument which the code is fully corresponds to the nature of
the Church, especially as it is proposed by the teaching of the Second
Vatican Council in general and in a particular way by its ecclesiolog-
ical teaching. Indeed, in a certain sense this new code could be under-
stood as a great effort to translate this same conciliar doctrine and
ecclesiology into canonical language. If, however, it is impossible to
translate perfectly into canonical language the conciliar image of the
Church, nevertheless the code must always be referred to this image
as the primary pattern whose outline the code ought to express insofar
as it can by its very nature.

In a very real sense the 1983 code and subsequent legislation reflect what
might be termed an ‘‘authentic interpretation’’ of the council, or in the words
of the pontiff a ‘‘hermeneutics of reform,’’ with which the council is most
adequately understood and correctly implemented. This is especially obvious
with Christus Dominus, and the link between Vatican II and legislative enact-
ments remains critically important for a correct understanding of the conciliar
texts themselves.

The decree Christus Dominus is conveniently divided into three general
areas: bishops in the universal Church (chapter 1), bishops and their dioceses
(chapter 2), and the cooperation among bishops (chapter 3). Each area includes
various questions, all of significance, but some of greater direct importance not
only on the practical life of the Church but also for a proper understanding of
its essential structure.

Bishops in the Universal Church

Christus Dominus begins with a brief preface that offers no new insights and
whose purpose is clear enough, namely to demonstrate how the decree cor-
responds to the ecclesiology presented in Lumen gentium. It is impossible to
understand the theological foundations for the practical working out of the
office of bishop, particularly the diocesan bishop, without a proper and pro-
found understanding of the doctrine (especially concerning the Roman pontiff
and bishops), which is found in this foundational council document. The
concise paragraphs of Christus Dominus reiterate the doctrinal foundations of
thepastoral office of bishopswithinboth theuniversal and theparticular church.
Specifically, it underlines that the Roman pontiff, successor of Peter, ‘‘by divine
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institution enjoys supreme, full, immediate and universal authority over the
care of souls.’’ As ‘‘pastor of all the faithful’’ the pope has a particular mission,
namely to provide for the common good of the universal Church and the good
of individual particular churches, which is founded on the task of building up
the body of Christ (Eph 4:12).

The essential interdependence between the universal and the particular
church is further clarified and expanded in consideration of the office of bish-
ops, who are the ‘‘successors of the apostles as pastors of souls,’’ an under-
standing already established at Vatican I in its dogmatic constitution on the
Church.4 It logically follows that, ‘‘together with the supreme pontiff and un-
der his authority, they have been sent to continue throughout the ages the work
of Christ, the eternal pastor.’’ The work of Christ is understood to be accom-
plished through the bishop in the unfolding of the threefold munera sanctifi-
candi, docendi, regendi.

The fundamental doctrinal foundation upon which the common pastoral
mission of the bishop is exercised is highlighted by Christus Dominus. A bishop
can exercise his episcopal office (munus) only through valid episcopal ordina-
tion and hierarchical communion; namely, he must be in communion with
and under the authority of the supreme pontiff and in communion with the
other bishops, all of whom are united in a college, collegium episcoporum. It is
only within this college, uniti in Collegio, that the bishop properly exercises the
tria munera, even if individual bishops practically exercise their office ‘‘indi-
vidually over the portion of the Lord’s flock assigned to them, each one taking
care of the particular Church committed to him.’’ The same doctrinal logic
necessarily applies also to those occasions when bishops might jointly decide
on certain issues as in synods, councils, or conferences of bishops.

A bishop’s exercise of the tria munera is always done as part of the College
of Bishops—in hierarchical communion with the pontiff and the other bish-
ops. While the practical consequences of that exercise are open to development
and varied forms, the foundational doctrine must be the center of a bishop’s
activity. Pastoral action by bishops, while generally lived out within a specific
particular church, can never be undertaken in isolation from membership in
the College of Bishops. Any idea of some sort of political balance of powers in
the exercise of their office, especially between the episcopate and the papacy, is
clearly excluded. Rather, as members of the college, all bishops must have a
profound sense of being successors of the Apostles, charged with the same
solemn mission.

Given these doctrinal foundations, chapter 1 turns to a consideration of the
relationship of bishops to the universal Church developed by means of their
role within it and their relationship to the Apostolic See.

The College of Bishops, in which the apostolic college continues without
break, together and never without its head, the Roman pontiff, is the subject of
supreme and full power over the universal Church.5 This power is exercised in
a solemn manner in an ecumenical council,6 and an important and logical
consequence of the doctrine of the College of Bishops is enunciated by Christus
Dominus, specifically that ‘‘all bishops who are members of the episcopal col-

190 part ii: the decrees, christus dominus



lege have the right to be present at an ecumenical council.’’ This is an im-
portant clarification with respect to the former legislation, which listed those
besides bishops who participated with a deliberative vote at an ecumenical
council: cardinals, even not bishops, nonconsecrated residential bishops, ab-
bots or prelates nullius, abbots primate, abbots superior of monastic congre-
gations, and supreme moderators of exempt clerical religious. Titular bishops
called to a council had deliberative vote, unless otherwise stated in their con-
vocation.7

Christus Dominus makes it clear that all bishops have a right to be present
at an ecumenical council, though it did not concern itself specifically with the
question of deliberative vote. The present code clarified any doubts on that
question by stating that ‘‘All the bishops and only the bishops who are mem-
bers of the College of Bishops have the right and duty to take part in an ecu-
menical council with a deliberative vote.’’8

This same supreme and full power of the college can also be exercised by
bishops who live in various parts of the world, provided that the head of the
college either calls them to collegiate action or freely accepts their united
action.9 Clearly this includes legislative, judicial, and executive power (namely,
the power of governance). Under specific circumstances it also includes the
power of teaching authentically (namely, the exercise of the authentic and au-
thoritative magisterium, a doctrine highlighted in Lumen gentium, article 25,
and canonically determined by the addition of new canons to the present Code
of Canon Law).10 Christus Dominus also mentions this particular function of the
College of Bishops (CD 2, 12, 13), and the understanding of the ordinary and
universal magisterium exercised by the college remains a noteworthy example
of one of the significant fruits of the council’s ‘‘hermeneutics of reform.’’11

One practical, important, and relatively new institutional expression of the
bishops’ relationship with the universal Church and in a particular manner
their assistance to the ministry of the Church’s Supreme Pastor was called for
by Christus Dominus, article 5, the creation of the Synod of Bishops. Despite
discussion both before and during the council suggesting the establishment of
a kind of permanent council whereby bishops might exercise their authority
over the universal Church, once the doctrinal understanding of the College of
Bishops was determined, especially in Lumen gentium, discussion turned to the
most effective means of expressing not only the authority of the college but also
the participation of all the bishops in solicitude for the universal Church
(omnes Episcopos sollicitudinis universae Ecclesiae participes esse).

While considerations also turned on the establishment of a type of coetus
(ecclesiastical assembly) of bishops, the precise nature of such a body was
never clearly resolved, and the issue was determined when Paul VI announced
on September 14, 1965, his intention of creating the Synod of Bishops, which
he formally instituted the following day.12 The synod was ameans by which the
bishops were to assist the pope in the exercise of his ministry and not one by
which the bishops would exercise their supreme authority over the Church,
which clearly was institutionally exercised in an ecumenical council as Christus
Dominus itself had stated. Paul VI’s Apostolica sollicitudo stated that by its very
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nature the task of the synod is to inform and give advice. The general aims of
the Synod of Bishops were threefold: to encourage close union and valued
assistance between the pontiff and the bishops of the entire world; to ensure
that direct and real information is provided on questions and situations that
touch upon the internal action of the Church and its activity in the contempo-
rary world; and to facilitate agreement on essential points of doctrine and on
methods of procedure in the life of the Church.

Christus Dominus (no. 5) underlines the same general thrust: ‘‘Bishops
from various parts of the world, chosen through ways and procedures estab-
lished or to be established by the Roman pontiff, will render especially helpful
assistance to the Supreme Pastor of the Church in a council to be known by the
proper name of Synod of Bishops.’’ The 1983 code not only spells out the
practical structure of the synod but also indicates its specific aim in canon 342:
‘‘The Synod of Bishops is a group of bishops who have been chosen from
different regions of the world and meet together at fixed times to foster closer
unity between the Roman pontiff and bishops, to assist the Roman pontiff with
their counsel in the preservation and growth of faith and morals and in the ob-
servance and strengthening of ecclesiastical discipline, and to consider ques-
tions pertaining to the activity of the Church in the world.’’

Chritus Dominus and Apostolica sollicitudo also stated that the synod ‘‘will
be acting in the name of the entire Catholic episcopate,’’ a concept not found in
the 1983 code. The Code Commission argued that this concept was omitted
because of the nontechnical nature of the term and its ambiguity, as repre-
sentation of the College of bishops, in its legal sense, could not be attributed to
the synod.13 In fact, the synod is an institution that manifests collegialis affectus
(namely, the bond of communion between the pope and his brothers in the
episcopate) and offers a structure that reflects the bishops’ concern ‘‘for the
good of the entire Church.’’ This collegialis affectus, sub specie iuris (the synod’s
legal institution), is expressed in the bishops’ solidarity and joint solicitude for
the Church; the synod cannot be conceived as a type of representative parlia-
mentary assembly; rather, it is a juridical expression of hierarchical commu-
nion.

A further consequence of the bishops’ sollicitudo for the Church is illus-
trated by Christus Dominus’s concern for those parts of the world in which the
Word of God has not yet been proclaimed or where, as a result of a small
number of priests, the people’s faith is endangered. Consequently, bishops
should promote works of evangelization and the apostolate. One specificmeans
of such work is highlighted in the decree (namely, that bishops should ensure
that sacred ministers and laity be prepared for the missions and that attention
be directed and help given to those areas that suffer from a lack of clergy). In
addition, Christus Dominus calls on bishops to come to the aid of needy
churches and to extend brotherly help to bishops, ‘‘who for the name of Christ
are oppressed by false accusations and harassment, are detained in prison or
forbidden to exercise their ministry’’ (CD 7).

The other critical element in the bishops’ pastoral ministry within the
universal Church concerned their relationship with the Apostolic See, and
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Christus Dominus proposed a number of very important practical changes in
this area.

Dispensations

As successors of the apostles the bishops automatically (per se) have all of the
ordinary, proper, and immediate authority necessary for the exercise of their
pastoral office in their dioceses. Given that the diocesan bishop has potestas
propria for the exercise of his ministry, it was clear that the former system of
granting faculties to bishops (the system of concession), which the Council of
Trent understood as tamquam sedis apostolicae delegatus, needed revision. Prac-
tically, this was resolved by authorizing the diocesan bishop to dispense from
the Church’s general laws, except in those matters reserved to the supreme
authority of theChurch.14 In otherwords, the systemof concessionwas replaced
by one of papal reservation, founded on the doctrine established by Lumen
gentium (no. 18), which states that the bishop’s power comes through episcopal
ordination (LG 21) and becomes exercisable through canonical mission (LG
24). In this sense, a diocesan bishop possesses omnis potestas necessary for ex-
ercising his munus pastorale, and his dispensatory power flows from this un-
derstanding. There are limits to this dispensatory power. One has already been
mentioned (namely, he cannot dispense from those things reserved to the
supreme authority, as, for example, dispensation from clerical celibacy).15 In
addition, Christus Dominus places another important limit. The granting of
a dispensation must be for the spiritual benefit of the faithful. In fact, the
spiritual benefit of a Christian determines the scope of the dispensing power.

The 1983 code is understandably more precise as to the bishops’ dispen-
satory powers. While underlining the connection between dispensation and
the spiritual good of the faithful and establishing that a diocesan bishop cannot
dispense frommatters reserved to the Apostolic See, canon 87, x1, also inhibits
the bishop from dispensing from procedural or penal laws. In addition, the
canon clearly states that only universal and particular disciplinary laws can be
dispensed. In other words, laws that determine the constitutive elements of
acts cannot be dispensed. Thus, a diocesan bishop, for the spiritual good of the
faithful, can dispense with the disciplinary law requiring canonical form for
the marriage of a Catholic, but he cannot dispense from the law that requires
valid consent to be given in marriage, as this is a constitutive element of
marriage as understood by the Church.16

The Roman Curia

The schema De rationibus episcopis inter se et sacrae curiae Romanae con-
gregationes (1961) examined relations between diocesan bishops and the Curia,
suggested the co-opting of local bishops as members, and proposed the crea-
tion of episcopal conferences in every nation.17 The latter would be taken up by
Christus Dominus in articles 37–38, while articles 9–10 would deal with the
Roman Curia. The decree acknowledges the outstanding service that the Curia
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has rendered to the pope and the bishops, but it asks in general that it be
reorganized and better adapted to the needs of the times and of various regions
and rites. Practically, Christus Dominus requests that the task of reorganization
and adaptation be effected by ‘‘special thought to their number, name, com-
petence, and particular method of procedure, as well as to the coordination of
their activities’’ (CD 9). Further, given that the Curia is for the good of the
universal Church, Christus Dominus asks that officials, members, and con-
sultors ‘‘be drawn more widely from various geographical areas’’ and ‘‘that into
the membership of these departments there be brought other bishops, espe-
cially diocesan ones, who can more adequately apprise the supreme pontiff of
the thinking, the desires, and the needs of all the Churches’’ (CD 10). In ad-
dition, it suggests that ‘‘it would be of service if these same departments would
give a greater hearing to laymen who are outstanding for their virtue, knowl-
edge and experience.’’ The reforms of the Roman Curia established by Paul VI
and John Paul II have met these requests.18

Legates of the Roman Pontiff

Article 9 devotes one sentence (added in the final draft) to legates of the Roman
pontiff: ‘‘The fathers also earnestly desire that, in view of the pastoral role
proper to bishops, the office of legates of the Roman pontiff be more precisely
determined.’’ This was a logical consequence of the principle established in the
previous article concerning the proper, ordinary, and immediate power of
diocesan bishops in their dioceses and the fact (already established in the 1917
code [canon 269 x1]) that legates were not to interfere with the free exercise of
the jurisdiction of local ordinaries. This request was met in 1969 by Paul VI in
his motu proprio sollicitudo omnium Ecclesiarum on papal legates and repre-
sentatives, which was further clarified in the 1983 code (cc. 362–67).19

Bishops and Their Dioceses

It was not the intent of Christus Dominus to offer a comprehensive description
of the tasks of diocesan bishops or to provide a complete description of the
organization of a diocese, even though article 22 suggested ‘‘a fitting revision of
diocesan boundaries be undertaken prudently and as soon as possible.’’ Ra-
ther, the council fathers wished to underscore a number of critical and prac-
tical points that they felt were centrally important to an understanding of the
Ecclesia particularis or diocese, which is described as ‘‘that portion of God’s
people which is entrusted to a bishop to be shepherded by him with the co-
operation of the presbyterate.’’20 Thus the division of chapter 2 offers a frame-
work within which Christus Dominus is written and upon which further ques-
tions would be treated after the council’s closure. The chapter is divided into
three sections: diocesan bishops (CD 11–21); diocesan boundaries (CD 22–24);
and those who cooperate with the diocesan bishop in his pastoral office
(CD 25–35). This final section deals with coadjutor and auxiliary bishops, the
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diocesan curia and councils, diocesan clergy, and religious working within the
diocese.

Within his diocese the bishop exercises his office through his teaching, as
well as priestly and pastoral activity, and the decree summarizes texts taken
from the schema De cura animarum. Given that Christus Dominus is expressly
concerned with the bishop’s pastoral office, we do not find an extensive or ex-
haustive treatment of the tria munera—docendi, sanctificandi, et regendi—that
the council used to describe and center the office of bishop. Rather, we have a
number of brief, concise, and concrete descriptions that are based particularly
on Lumen gentium.

Articles 11–15 deal with the teaching and sanctifying office of bishops.
Eminent among their chief duties is announcing the gospel of Christ, which
involves the presentation of the whole mystery of Christ. A number of conse-
quencesarise fromthisparticular task:WhileChristiandoctrinemustbeadapted
to the needs of the times and to the situation of individuals, bishops have a
responsibility to safeguard doctrine; they are responsible for the proper cate-
chetical training of both children and adults; they are to use various means for
making Christian doctrine known; they are to ensure the presentation of doc-
trine in schools, academies, conferences, and writings; and they are to use the
mass media in their teaching office. In fulfillment of their munus sanctificandi,
bishops, ‘‘who have been taken from among men and appointed their repre-
sentatives before God in order to offer gift and sacrifices for sins,’’ are ‘‘the
principal dispensers of the mysteries of God.’’ As the promoters and guardians
of the diocese’s entire liturgical life, they are held to cultivate holiness among
their clerics, as well as to foster priestly, religious, and missionary vocations.

The following articles (CD 16–21) turn directly on the bishop as ‘‘father
and pastor’’ and deal with a number of more practically oriented themes. Thus,
the bishop, understood as one who serves, should have a special love for priests
since he is concerned for their spiritual, intellectual, and material well-being.
The same concern is also directed to others: to the laity, who share in the life of
the Church in the manner proper to their state, and to separated brethren and
nonbelievers.

Clearly, as pastor, the bishop in fulfillment of his pastoral office not only
must encourage various forms of the apostolate but also is responsible for their
coordination. Thus, the bishop is to encourage the faithful to carry out the apos-
tolate according to their state of life and ability. Further, the bishop should
have a special concern for those whose condition of life requires different pas-
toral services: migrants, exiles and refugees, mariners, airline personnel, and
gypsies.

This section concludes with reference to a number of practical questions.
Article 19 reiterates a principle on relations between Church and state.
Nothing new is said, but even given the Church’s readiness to enter into
dialogue with the world, the office of bishops is to be exercised independently
of any secular power. ‘‘Hence, the exercise of their ecclesiastical office may not
be hindered, directly or indirectly, nor may they be forbidden to communicate
freely with the Apostolic See, with ecclesiastical authorities, or with their
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subjects.’’ This independence of the Church from secular interference has an
important consequence, unambiguously stated by Christus Dominus: ‘‘This
most sacred ecumenical synod declares that the right of nominating and ap-
pointing bishops belongs properly, peculiarly, and of itself exclusively to the
competent ecclesiastical authority.’’ The statement reflects a question bur-
dened with a long and complex history, and Christus Dominus requests that
those rights or privileges of election, nomination, presentation, or designation
no longer be granted to civil authorities, who are asked to make a voluntary
renunciation of their rights in the nominating of bishops.

Finally, the decree turns to the question of bishops’ resignation from office
(CD 21). As a matter of fact, the decree did not decide whether a diocesan
bishop should be appointed for life or whether an age limit should be imposed.
It did, nevertheless, request that ‘‘when diocesan bishops and others, regarded
in law as their equals, have become less capable of fulfilling their duties prop-
erly because of increasing burden of age or some other serious reason, they are
earnestly requested to offer their resignation from office either on their own
initiative or upon invitation from the competent authority.’’

Paul VI, in his moto proprio Ecclesiae sanctae, cleared up the question by
determining that all diocesan bishops would voluntarily offer their resignation
on completion of their seventy-fifth birthday and that, in the case of diocesan
bishops, the pontiff would have the discretion to decide whether to accept the
resignation. The 1983 code follows this norm.21

Cooperation within the Diocese

The final part of chapter 2 considers individuals and institutions central to the
pastoral office of the diocesan bishop: coadjutor and auxiliary bishops, the di-
ocesan curia and councils, and the diocesan clergy and religious.

The question of coadjutor and auxiliary bishops had been treated by the
1917 code, which had distinguished between personal coadjutors, who were
attached to the diocesan bishop with or without the right of succession, and
diocesan coadjutors, who were appointed for the needs of the diocese (CIC 17,
canon 350). Christus Dominus provides a clearer legal picture by establishing
more precise terminology: The coadjutor bishop is distinguished from the
auxiliary bishop by virtue of the fact that the former has the right of succession,
a distinction found in the 1983 code.22

Articles 25 and 26 then consider various practical legal issues. Thus, article
25 deals with reasons for the appointment of an auxiliary or coadjutor bishop,
and article 26 states that when the good of souls demands, the diocesan bishop
should not hesitate to ask for one or more auxiliaries. Auxiliary bishops might
be appointed if the extent of the diocese or the number of faithful is too large, a
reason similar to that given for the possible partition of a diocese (CD 22–24).
The decree does not determine which measure might be taken in the case of a
diocese characterized by a large number of the faithful or geographically too
large: the appointment of auxiliary bishops or dismemberment. Clearly this
must be left in the final analysis to the Holy See, which will take into account
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the overall demands of the diocesan bishop’s effective pastoral ministry ‘‘be-
cause the diocesan bishop cannot personally fulfill all his episcopal duties as
the good of souls demands’’ (CD 25). On the other hand, the decree offers no
specific reason for the appointment of a coadjutor bishop except the general
statement that a particular need sometimes requires it. Clearly, there is a con-
nection with article 21 concerning the resignation of bishops, as the appoint-
ment of a coadjutor, as distinct from an auxiliary, is always directly connected
with the actual person of the diocesan bishop, who may be burdened with
problems associated with age or health.

A single article (CD 27) considers a number of individuals and institutions
that the council fathers regarded as important to the bishop’s pastoral office.
Chief among them (officium eminens) is the vicar general, who is the alter ego of
the bishop in general diocesan administration. Christus Dominus also estab-
lished the possibility that diocesan bishops could, if the diocese requires it,
appoint one or more episcopal vicars for a certain part of the diocese, to a spe-
cific department of the curia, or for certain groups in the diocese. This was an
important development as it would offer greater flexibility to the diocesan bish-
op’s pastoral initiatives, especially given the fact that it is the diocesan himself
who determines the precise duties of the episcopal vicar. The decree also asks
bishops to look to the reorganization of councils and the diocesan curia in light
of needs and the work of the apostolate. In this context Christus Dominus asked
that pastoral councils be established in each diocese, whose function ‘‘will be to
investigate and to weigh matters which bear on pastoral activity, and to for-
mulate practical conclusions regarding them.’’

A considerable number of articles are devoted to the diocesan clergy and
religious (CD 28–35) and treat several interrelated questions: the freedom of
bishops in the appointment to ecclesiastical offices; cooperation and harmony
between the bishop and the clergy; unity within the diocesan presbyterate;
priests charged with supraparochial apostolic work. A significant portion is
given over to the special role pastors play in the diocese, ‘‘for as shepherds in
their own right they are entrusted with the care of souls in a certain part of the
diocese under the bishop’s authority’’ (CD 30). As for the general description of
the role of bishops, Christus Dominus understands the exercise of the pastoral
office of pastors as teaching, sanctifying, and being shepherds of their flock.
The decree makes it clear that in the appointment of pastors the bishop is to
take into account not only his knowledge of doctrine but also his piety, apos-
tolic zeal, and other apposite gifts and qualities. Again, following upon the
request that the rights of the civil authority in the appointment of bishops are
to be given up, so also with respect to the appointment of pastors, ‘‘all rights
whatsoever of presentation, nomination, reservation are to be suppressed.’’
The basis for this clear norm is found in the fact that the parish exists only for
the good of souls, and the suppression of rights of nomination will enable the
bishop to provide for that more easily.

One legal question that Christus Dominus considered concerned the sta-
bility of the office of pastor. The stability of the parish priest is still confirmed
but is considerably limited. Thus the distinction between parish priests who
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cannot be removed and those who can is abolished, and the procedure for the
transferal and removal of pastors is to be reexamined and simplified. Here is a
further example of the general principles enunciated by Christus Dominus that
require the more detailed determination that would be ushered in by the 1983
code. The latter has established precise norms concerning stability in office
(canon 522) and procedures for transferal and removal. As for bishop, ‘‘pastors
who are unable to fulfill their office properly and fruitfully because of the
increasing burden of age or some other serious reason are urgently requested
to tender their resignation voluntarily or upon the invitation of the bishop’’
(CD 31), a point reflected in the new code (canon 538 x3).

A final series of articles (CD 33–35) concerns religious and their work in the
diocese. Religious priests, though technically not incardinated into the diocese,
‘‘in a certain genuine sense [they] must be said to belong to the clergy of the
diocese inasmuch as they share in the care of souls and in carrying out works of
the apostolate under the authority of the sacred prelates’’ (CD 34). A series of
principles is laid down with respect to the apostolic work of religious in the
diocese with a view to ensuring harmonious cooperation and themaintenance of
unity within the diocese. While the institution of exemption is maintained,
Christus Dominus makes it clear that all religious, exempt and nonexempt, are
subject to the authority of local ordinaries in those things that pertain to the
public exercise of divine worship, the care of souls, preaching for the people, the
religious and moral education of the faithful, catechetical instruction, and li-
turgical formation. The bishop’s authority is also extended to the various works
of the apostolate in the diocese, which includes Catholic schools directed by
religious at least with respect to general policy and supervision (CD 35).

The Cooperation of Bishops

The possible initiatives that might have been listed in the decree on the co-
operation of bishops for the common good of various particular churches is
extensive, but the decree limited itself to underlining three it considered par-
ticularly important. Hence the division into three sections: synods, councils,
and especially episcopal conferences; the boundaries of ecclesiastical provinces
and the establishment of ecclesiastical regions; bishops with an interdiocesan
office. While all have had importance after the council, there is no doubt that
the establishment of episcopal conferences has had a marked impact on the
postconciliar Church.

Section I, devoted to synods, councils, and episcopal conferences, is based
on an understanding of the synodal element in the constitution of the Church,
and article 36 states that from the very first centuries of the Church bishops
were conscious of the fellowship of fraternal charity and zeal for the universal
mission entrusted to the apostles. ‘‘Thus there were established synods, pro-
vincial councils, and plenary councils in which bishops legislated for various
churches a common pattern to be followed in teaching the truths of faith and
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ordering ecclesiastical discipline.’’ Given this, the council earnestly desires that
‘‘the venerable institution of synods and councils flourish with new vigor,’’ in
order that the faith will be spread and discipline preserved.

The synodal element among the particular churches is not to be under-
stood as a formal participation in the supreme power of the Church but rather
as a special and vital form of cooperation of bishops for the common good of
several churches. While the formal collegiality of the bishops concerned the
universal Church and in this sense exercised supreme power, the council, in
Lumen gentium (no. 23), did not intend to deny an expression of collegial unity
‘‘in the mutual relations of individual bishops with particular Churches and
with the universal Church.’’

The first section in fact says very little on synods and councils and limits
itself to article 36. Rather, Christus Dominus emphasized episcopal confer-
ences, which (though not legally a council or synod) are to be considered as an
expression of the synodal element of the Church. In fact, the institution of the
episcopal conference has become one of the most significant and important
developments of Vatican II and to all extent and purposes has become the
expression of the synodal element of the Church, thereby replacing the more
formal council or synod. Articles 37–38 treat episcopal conferences, which
actually is the central subject of the first section of chapter 3.

Episcopal Conferences

Already in the nineteenth century, bishops of various nations began meeting
regularly to confront questions that arose as a result of significant social
changes: the rise of secular liberalism, revolutions, and economic changes. The
problems posed by these changes required the bishops to seek common so-
lutions to meet the task of evangelization in new and developing situations.
The growth of these meetings of bishops, often supported by the Holy See but
without a clear institutional form, explains why the fathers of Vatican II de-
voted attention to them: ‘‘Nowadays especially, bishops are frequently unable
to fulfill their office suitably and fruitfully unless they work more harmoni-
ously and closely every day with other bishops. Episcopal conferences, already
established in many nations, have furnished outstanding proofs of a more
fruitful apostolate. Therefore, this most sacred synod considers it supremely
opportune everywhere that bishops belonging to the same nation or region
form an association and meet together at fixed times’’ (CD 37).

Christus Dominus not only recognized the reality and significance of these
meetings of bishops but also determined their institutional structure. Meet-
ings of bishops were transformed from what might be termed ad hoc, even if
regular, meetings into a juridical institution that became part of the consti-
tutional law of the Church. The meetings were no longer voluntary assemblies
but rather became obligatory. Moreover, their clear juridical structure no
longer simply wielded moral authority but also was capable of issuing juridi-
cally binding decisions.
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The decree describes an episcopal conference in the following manner:
‘‘An episcopal conference is a kind of council in which the bishops of a given
nation or territory jointly exercise their pastoral office by way of promoting that
greater good which the Church offers mankind, especially through forms and
programs of the apostolate which are fittingly adapted to the circumstances of
the age’’ (CD 38).

While the 1983 code repeats Christus Dominus almost word for word, ca-
non 447 includes some important variations that mirror the ongoing reflection
on the nature and scope of the episcopal conference: ‘‘The episcopal confer-
ence, a permanent institution, is the assembly of the bishops of a country or of
a certain territory, exercising together certain pastoral offices for Christ’s faith-
ful of that territory. By forms and means of apostolate suited to the circum-
stances of time and place, it is to promote, in accordance with the law, that
greater good which the Church offers to mankind.’’

The code underlines the permanence of episcopal conferences, which
distinguishes them from other juridical institutions of a synodal character,
such as provincial and plenary councils (cc. 439–46). In fact, they have juridical
personality ipso iure (canon 449 x2), and they have a permanent organization
whose scope is to ensure the proper coordination of pastoral activities for the
greater good. Further, while Christus Dominus states that the bishops in con-
ferences ‘‘ jointly exercise their pastoral ministry,’’ the code expressly limits
that joint exercise to ‘‘certain pastoral functions,’’ though it does not specify
what they are.

This limitation is meant to stress that the diocesan bishop’s exercise of the
pastoral ministry is strictly personal and not collegial as it arises precisely
because of the nature of his office (already expressed in the earlier part of
Christus Dominus). The joint exercise refers to those areas that necessitate co-
operation among pastors to adequately meet the demands that the greater good
of the Church requires. There is no doubt that in the contemporary world
pastoral action must often confront problems that affect an entire nation or
territory, and this necessarily requires study and guidance in order to lead the
faithful and avoid confusion and division. Given this, even after the promul-
gation of the 1983 code,23 considerable debate still took place as to the nature of
episcopal conferences: What precisely was the link between the eminently
pastoral ministry of the diocesan bishop and the joint pastoral activity of
bishops in a conference; what was the theological status of the conference; and
what teaching authority did the conference enjoy? There was concern that
conferences might limit a bishop’s authority within his own diocese, an au-
thority derived from divine law.

In light of these pressing and important questions, the final report of the
second Extraordinary Synod of Bishops (1985) called for further study on the
nature and authority of episcopal conferences: ‘‘It is hoped that the study of
their theological status and above all the problem of their doctrinal authority
might be made explicit in a deeper andmore extensive way.’’ The Congregation
of Bishops prepared a working paper that was circulated in 1988, and con-
sideration of this and connected questions continued for some ten years until,
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on May 21, 1998, the instruction on episcopal conferences, Apostolos suos, on
their theological and juridical nature, was published.24 In a very real sense this
instruction, along with the 1983 code, fleshes out in both theological and legal
terms the general request of Christus Dominus that episcopal conferences be
established.

In article 38, x4, Christus Dominusmentioned the legally binding decisions
of episcopal conferences, and the 1983 code gave them more detailed expres-
sion.25 On the other hand, the inadequacy of Christus Dominus (and even of the
1983 code) as to the theological nature of conferences was met by Apostolos suos.
It stated that ‘‘when the bishops of a territory jointly exercise certain pastoral
functions for the good of their faithful, such joint exercise of the episcopal
ministry is a concrete application of collegial spirit [affectus collegialis]’’ (CD 12).
On the other hand, Apostolos suos was careful to explain the nature of the ap-
plication of collegial spirit in relation to the exercise of the episcopal ministry
in a formal collegial sense: ‘‘The exercise of the episcopal ministry never takes
on the collegial nature proper to the actions of the order of bishops as such,
which alone holds the supreme power over all the Church. . . .Episcopal col-
legiality in the strict and proper sense belongs only to the entire College of
bishops, which as a theological subject is indivisible’’ (CD 12).

In light of this understanding of the pastoral action of conferences and the
understandably broad scope of conference activity,26 it was inevitable that con-
ferences would have to concern themselves with doctrinal questions, especially
with regard to the common good of the particular churches and the pressing
needs of contemporary problems that included doctrinal issues. Apostolos suos
acknowledges that ‘‘the joint exercise of the episcopal ministry also involves the
teaching office,’’ (CD 21) but it makes the important point that such pro-
nouncements of the conference must be kept within precise limits because
‘‘while being official and authentic and in communion with the Apostolic See,
these pronouncements do not have the characteristics of a universal Magis-
terium’’ (CD 22). Further, given that the doctrine of the faith is a common good
of the Church and a bond of her communion, ‘‘the bishops, assembled in
episcopal conference, must take special care to follow the Magisterium of the
universal Church and to communicate it opportunely to the people entrusted
to them’’ (CD 21). While Apostolos suos recognized that episcopal conferences
could teach authentically, it set legal limits to its exercise in article 22:

Taking into account that the authentic Magisterium of the bishops,
namely what they teach insofar as they are invested with the authority
of Christ, must always be in communion with the Head of the College
and its members, when the doctrinal declarations of episcopal confer-
ences are approved unanimously, they may certainly be issued in the
name of the conference themselves, and the faithful are obliged to
adhere with a sense of religious respect to that authentic Magisterium
of their own bishops. However, if this unanimity is lacking, a majority
alone of the bishops of a conference cannot issue a declaration as au-
thentic teaching of the conference to which all the faithful of the
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territory would have to adhere, unless it obtains the recognition of the
Apostolic See, which will not give it if the majority requesting it is not
substantial.

Christus Dominus finally deals with two areas of practical significance for
the Church: The first treats of the possible restructuring of ecclesiastical prov-
inces and the establishment of ecclesiastical regions; the second, with bishops
who hold an interdiocesan office with a specific article (CD 43) dedicated to the
care of military personnel.

The decree bases its concern for the potential restructuring of provinces
and the establishment of regions on the fact that ‘‘the welfare of souls requires
appropriate boundaries not only for dioceses but also for ecclesiastical prov-
inces.’’ While the diocese is the ordinary locus for the care of souls, to which in
fact all of the Church’s activities are directed, the council recognized that
provinces and regions could take a certain responsibility for tasks that either
could not be accomplished by a diocese or would be even better addressed
regionally. The approach reflects the reality that a diocese is to be considered
not only in its essential relationship to the universal Church but also in its
connection with neighboring particular churches. In fact, ecclesiastical cir-
cumscriptions should reflect the necessary cooperation between particular
churches, and this is especially the case in the often complex and delicate
relations between bishops and civil authorities, a point made in the final
sentence of article 39.

The section on bishops who hold an interdiocesan office addresses those
tasks that cannot be effectively carried out within a single diocese and neces-
sarily require special legislation. These tasks, which might be accomplished for
all or several dioceses of a certain territory, clearly need to be carefully deter-
mined in order not to encroach upon the legitimate tasks of the dioceses
themselves. It is then no particular surprise that Christus Dominus requests that
the Church’s common law define the relationships between bishops who serve
in the interdiocesan offices, diocesan bishops, and episcopal conferences.

Finally, in a brief paragraph Christus Dominus discusses the spiritual care
of military personnel, an area in which the proper relationship between the
bishop entrusted with the pastoral care of such personnel and the local bishop
is clearly an exemplification of what immediately preceded in article 42. To
meet this need, John Paul II in 1986 published Spirituali militum curae.27

Conclusion

In his address to the Roman Curia in 2005, Pope Benedict XVI pointed to the
fact that the proper understanding of the council and its texts has ‘‘silently but
more and more visibly . . . [borne] and is bearing fruit.’’ This is eminently
verified in the forty years that separate us from Christus Dominus. Based on the
foundational doctrinal insights of Lumen gentium, it offered the essential pa-
rameters for the fulfillment of the pastoral office of bishops and in the process
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pointed the way to the renewal of a considerable number of canonical insti-
tutions. This was effected in a singular fashion by a significant number of leg-
islative documents that included the 1983 Code of Canon Law. These legal texts
not only determined the precise structures of canonical institutions but also
reflected, albeit in legal language, the proper understanding of the council
texts, especially as they pertained to the right ordering of the Church, both
universal and particular, in the pastoral office of bishops. The council has
produced rich fruit in its multifaceted postconciliar legislation.
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10

The Decree on the Ministry

and Life of Priests,

Presbyterorum Ordinis

Guy Mansini, O.S.B., and Lawrence J. Welch

In this chapter we show the continuity of the Decree on the Ministry
and Life of Priests with prior, principally doctrinal tradition. Therefore
we focus especially on Presbyterorum ordinis, article 2. We recall some
of the history of the composition of that key article and interpret it
against the background of prior Catholic tradition. Although the de-
cree is novel in conception and expression relative to much modern
theology of the priesthood, this originality functions to assert more
important continuities with the greater breadth of scripture, the an-
cient liturgy, and the fathers.

The history of the Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests,
Presbyterorum ordinis, is as long as the Second Vatican Council itself
and therefore hard to summarize.1 From envisioning a purely disci-
plinary decree that dealt with practical matters of ministry and spiri-
tual life, the fathers gradually came to realize the necessity of saying
something about priests comparable in dignity and fundamental-
ity to what the council said of bishops and laity. In other words,
the decree would have to address doctrine in some measure.2 This
realization, however, was tardy (witness the late date of the rejection
of the draft schema De vita et ministerio sacerdotali, which followed
from it—October 19, 1964).3 Only one more session of the council
remained.

Remarkably, in little more than one month, the Commission for
the Discipline of the Clergy and the Christian People, charged with
drafting a new text, was able to distribute a draft of a new schema to
the council fathers on November 20, 1964. One of the important dif-
ferences from previous drafts was the title, De ministerio et vita pres-
byterorum, which signaled that the subject was not the priesthood in



general (sacerdotium), inclusive of the bishops, but the presbyterate (presbyter-
atus), priests of the second order. Moreover, the reversal in the order of ‘‘life’’
and ‘‘ministry’’ reflects the fact that it treats the ministry first (part two) and
makes it determinative of what priestly life should be like (part three).4 At this
pass, it was natural for the commission to take guidance from previous con-
ciliar work and look back to the Dogmatic Constitution on Church, Lumen
gentium, article 41, for a word about priestly spirituality, and to Lumen gentium,
article 28, for the all-important first doctrinal word. It was over the content of
this doctrinal word that the council fathers divided. After they sent in their
written comments to the commission in January of 1965, the schema was
revised. The modified text was transmitted to the fathers on May 28, 1965, but
was not publicly debated until the 148th general congregation on October 14,
1965. After several days of discussion, the fathers voted overwhelmingly (1507
to 12) on October 16 to accept it as the textus recognitus, that is, the basis for the
final version. Still, important work remained.

Article 2 and the ‘‘Two Conceptions’’ of the Priesthood
at the Council

Because of its indebtedness to Lumen gentium, the very first draft of Presby-
terorum ordinis inserts the priest into the theology of mission, proceeding from
Christ to the apostles, and from the apostles to the bishops, and it did so at the
express request of 124 fathers.5 This did not, however, satisfy those with an
allegiance to other ways of understanding the priesthood, especially that cul-
tivated by the French School. At the distribution of the first emendation of the
first draft text of Presbyterorum ordinis, just after acceptance of this emended
text as the textus recognitus, Archbishop François Marty famously summa-
rized the divergence of views:

As to the specific nature of the ministry and life of presbyters. On this
matter, there have been expressed two conceptions which seem to
differ at first glance. For one of them insists more on the consecration
of the presbyter worked by the sacrament of Orders, and on the per-
sonal union of the presbyter with Christ, who is the font of holiness
and spiritual efficaciousness. The other conception, however, insists
on the mission of the presbyter, which mission he receives from
Christ through the sacrament: that is, the presbyter, since he becomes
a member of the Order of presbyters, by that fact becomes a helper of
the Order of bishops, so that he acts in the person of Christ unto the
building up of the Church.

In fact, each of these two conceptions puts in light an aspect of
great importance in the ministry and life of presbyters. Therefore, our
commission will take care to show how these two conceptions com-
bine with one another harmoniously and indeed complete each other,
so that they go together in the unity of presbyteral ministry.6
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It is easy to illustrate Marty’s summary. So, on the one hand, responding
to the first draft, Archbishop Darmajuwana thought the text should emphasize
more the priest’s service to humanity, and Archbishop Garrone wanted a text
more concordant with Lumen gentium, where episcopal priesthood has its or-
igin in the mission given by Christ and a scope that is the entire world.7 Bishop
Gufflet criticized the first draft for maintaining a conception of priesthood that
is ‘‘purely cultic’’ and in contradiction to Saint Paul, while Archbishop de
Provenchères wanted more emphasis on the ministry of the word.8 On the
other hand, Bishop de Langavant wanted amore theocentric text that expressed
the priest’s service to God; furthermore, ‘‘the sacrifice of the cross, and there-
fore also the sacrifice of the Mass, has for its first end the glory of God. This is
also the most excellent function of the priest. As Christ became incarnate and
was immolated on the cross ‘on account of the glory of God,’ the priest is
consecrated in the first place to render glory to God in offering the sacrifice of
the Mass, and also in interceding, in praying, in adoring in the name of all
humanity.’’9

So also in the speeches of October 13–15, 1965, to which Marty especially
refers, we find Cardinal Döpfner praising the emended text for not viewing the
presbyterate solely under its ‘‘cultic aspect,’’ according to which it is ordered to
offering sacrifice and administering the sacraments but extending it to the
threefold munera (functions) of Christ.10 For Cardinal Richaud, on the other
hand, it was not sufficient to think of priesthood solely under the heading of a
mission to humanity; ‘‘the first response to priestly vocation lies in a greater
love for Christ.’’ This found expression in the text, he noted, but should have
been more prominent. Further, ‘‘the primordial function of presbyters, which
lends value and inspiration to their zeal and ministry, rests in the consecration
of the priest to the exterior and interior worship of God.’’11 In the same vein,
Bishop Henrı́quez Jiménez located the ‘‘essential reality’’ of the priesthood
‘‘wholly in the ontological configuration to Christ the Priest as well as in the
real participation in his own unique and eternal priesthood.’’12

These two positions came in large part to coalesce around the question of
whether the document should emphasize the ministry of sanctification (espe-
cially in saying Mass) or the ministry of the word and evangelization. The three
munera were in fact prominent in the text from the first draft at the express
request of 116 fathers.13

The commission therefore set itself the task of combining two lines of
understanding the priesthood: the priest as conformed to Christ and conse-
crated unto the service of God; the priest as sharing in the apostolic mission of
the bishops, itself a share in the mission of Christ, for the salvation of men.
This task can also be understood as a call to insert the Tridentine view of the
priest as the one who offers the Eucharistic sacrifice within the larger frame-
work of an earlier and more ecclesiologically oriented concept of priesthood,
where the functions of preaching and ruling are brought to the same level of
articulation as that of sanctifying.14

At this distance, one may wonder what the great difficulty was. Marty
himself says carefully (and we think accurately) of the positions only that they
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‘‘seem to differ’’ and that only ‘‘at first glance.’’ One might say that it was a
difficulty more of temperament or spirituality than of doctrinal synthesis. As
Yves Congar remarked long before the council, defining the priesthood in
terms of consecration to God is not so much a theological definition as a spir-
ituality.15 But it is a spirituality that has had powerful and very practical effect.
It is the spirituality, for instance, whose working out could be seen in the
monasteries and convents of male religious of the 1950s and 1960s with many
priests, where ten or twelve altars might be packed into one oratory, so that
each priest, assisted by one server, might discharge the duty of offering daily
sacrifice to God.

Doctrinally, on the other hand and to repeat, the synthesis is not difficult.
Congar notes resources within the French School itself, citing Saint Vincent de
Paul, who gives due attention to mission, functionality, and ministerial finality
at one stroke: ‘‘The priest is a man called by God to share in the priesthood of
Jesus Christ in order to extend the redemptive mission of Jesus Christ in doing
what Jesus Christ did, in the way in which he did it.’’16 Congar observes as well
that if Saint Thomas’s definition of priesthood ties it to the Eucharist, his
enumeration of the acts of the priest firmly characterize the priesthood as a
prolongation of apostolic mission.17

Congar for his own part and commenting on the text of Presbyterorum
ordinis finds a solution in the Christian cult. His remarks, moreover, are the
more weighty as he helped produce the text he comments on.18 The Christian’s
worship of God, Congar tells us, is in the first place the interior self-sacrifice of
the person to God, a sacrifice that both finds achievement in fraternal charity
and care of the poor and depends on and is expressed by the Eucharistic
sacrifice.19 Both sacrifices, however, the personal and the liturgical, absolutely
presuppose the word of the gospel accepted in faith, and so they presuppose
the call to and articulation of faith, which is preaching. Therefore, the apostolic,
evangelical aspect of priestly ministry can never be forgotten and is a pre-
supposition of the other aspects.20

After the council, synthesis of the two views took the form of picking one
or another of the three munera of the priest and making it architectonic or
deriving the other two from it, and there were many essays in this vein.21

Joseph Ratzinger, for example, notes that the scope and intention of the word
of the gospel includes sanctifying and ruling.22 Therefore, baptism and Eu-
charist cannot be thought to be alien to the word of the gospel; word and
Eucharist cannot be opposed to one another.23 Rather, the Eucharist is the ful-
fillment of the word, where the word wants to lead us, and even what it wants to
become. It is not just that sanctifying and ruling presuppose faith and so
preaching, as Congar points out, but that the word of the Gospel of its nature
passes over to the sacrament of the Word made flesh.24 Karl Rahner similarly
privileged the priest as proclaimer of the word, the supreme degree of which
makes present what it proclaims in sacrament and for a rightly ordered com-
munity.25 Walter Kasper proposed to unify the conception of priestly ministry
in the notion of leadership in teaching, worship, and community relations, and
this seems, in fact, to privilege the munus regendi.26
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While the relation of the munera to one another is doubtless important, it
is only one part of the synthesis of Presbyterorum ordinis, our own view of which
we present shortly.

Juxtaposition or Synthesis?

After the acceptance of the textus recognitus, three substantive changes were
made to the section on the nature of the priesthood. First, there is a return to
the first draft’s introduction, which speaks of the entire people ofGod as sharing
the mission of Christ and in his threefold munus. Second, there is the addition
of article 2d, on the spiritual and existential sacrifice of the faithful, which is
treated as finding sacramental consummation through the ordained priest-
hood. Third, there is the addition of article 2e, on the ultimate purpose of the
priesthood, specified as the salvation of men and the glory of God. With various
other emendations of the text, the council approved these important additions
on December 2.27 This reworking of what was to become article 2 of the final
text was principally Congar’s work.28 On December 7, 1965, the decree was
overwhelmingly approved in public session, 2,390 to 4.

Did Presbyterorum ordinis succeed in producing an organic doctrinal
statement that brought together the two views, that of the priest as consecrated
by the sacrament of orders for the worship of God (preeminently in offering
the sacrifice of the Mass) and that of the priest as sharing in apostolic mission,
which itself is fully participated only by the bishop?

It is sometimes said that the missionary perspective ended up encom-
passing the cultic one, which was absorbed into it. In this way, the missionary
view would be the view of the council and Presbyterorum ordinis simply
speaking, within which a place is found for the other (but now relativized) view.
In the Herder commentary Friedrich Wulf remarks on the decree: ‘‘The one-
sided cultic character of the Catholic priesthood has been absorbed into the
wider apostolic ministry, which has found expression above all in the doctrine
of the three offices of Christ.’’29 On the other hand he laments the character-
ization of the priest (in article 2) as facing the Church, representing Christ the
head, as ‘‘one-sided’’—he wants the priest to represent the priestly church,
too—and recognizes that the ‘‘sacerdotal-cultic idea’’ of the priest, the concept
of the priest as determined by the power of orders, ‘‘predominates’’ in the
second and third sections of article 2. He finds better the fourth section of
article 2, which ‘‘brings into the foreground the missionary aspect, the com-
mission to preach and to sanctify addressed to the New Testament ministry.’’30

Basically, therefore, Wulf treats the text as if its unity were that of a bag
containing two cats. Sometimes one ‘‘predominates,’’ and at other points the
text is ‘‘one-sided.’’ In this way, the text would illustrate the ‘‘ juxtaposition’’ of
views, old and new, that Hermann Pottmeyer finds in the production of the
council. For him, synthesis on matters such as the relation of pope and epis-
copal college, the unity of revelation, and the theological relation of the Catholic
Church to other churches was not reached but is the part of theologians
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to achieve.31 Even so, Pottmeyer expressly forbears accusing the production
of incoherence. With regard to Presbyterorum ordinis, this is left to Christian
Duquoc.32 He can say that ‘‘a rather classic theology of the priesthood’’ is
‘‘meshed with a quite untraditional presentation of ministerial activity.’’33 He
thinks the decree suffers from ‘‘indecisiveness’’ and that a ‘‘latent opposition’’
exists between the old and the new views.34 The theology of sacrifice found
in article 5 can be read as either subsumed into the theology of mission or at
odds with it and therefore, according to Duquoc, as an obstacle to the demo-
cratic reformulation of office that the new view of priesthood, which is pres-
ent but not everywhere controlling in the text, aimed at.35 Daniel Donovan,
too, thinks the council ‘‘had to sacrifice consistency’’ in order to meet the de-
mands of both views; sometimes the mission view predominates, but at other
times ‘‘priesthood,’’ sacerdotium, reabsorbs all of the presbyteral munera into
itself.36

For our part, we think the decree is unfairly criticized as incoherent and as
achieving nothingmore than a juxtaposition of views. Moreover, in our opinion
the nature of the synthesis is not a simple matter of picking one of the munera
and declaring it architectonic. Evidently, if there is a synthesis of a part of the
deposit of faith, it will be discerned only against the background of prior
theological and dogmatic tradition.

Mission, Munera, Mediation

It is true that the function of sanctifying, which culminates in the presidency of
the Eucharist, is said to be but one of three functions or munera for which the
priest or apostolic minister is sent.37 In this way, the accent is formally on mis-
sion, and cultic priestly activity is but one thing within a greater whole, as a part
of it, in addition to the other two offices or functions.

The text, however, does not leave the three munera with identical roles in
our understanding of the priesthood, as if they contributed to it in the same
way and on the same footing. Article 5, which Duquoc finds ambiguous, is
decisive. First, the priest’s ministry as a whole and all the works of his apos-
tolate are said to be ordered to the Eucharist (no. 5b). This is new with respect to
the textus recognitus. It is repeated substantially in article 13, where priests
‘‘fulfill their highest office’’—munus suum praecipuum adimplent—in the Eu-
charist (no. 13d), which phrase is also new relative to the textus recognitus.38

Second, in a striking phrase, the munus of preaching has its origin in and
finds its summit in the Eucharist, fons et culmen totius evangelizationis (no. 5b).
This, too, is new with respect to the textus recognitus and must likewise be
understood to be responding expressly to the desire to synthesize the two views.
Article 5 is at this point doing nothing but paraphrasing article 2d, the whole of
which is an addition and where the Eucharistic sacrifice, to which the spiritual
sacrifice of Christians is joined, is the goal to which priestly ministry ‘‘tends’’
and that in which it is ‘‘consummated.’’ Here, too, the ministry of priests
‘‘begins from the proclamation of the gospel’’ but ‘‘draws its force and strength
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from the sacrifice of Christ,’’ to which, once again, it is said to be directed. As to
the particular discussion of the ministry of the word in article 4, it makes
Congar’s point that, since the sacraments are sacraments of faith, the ministry
of the word is presupposed to the sacramental ministry and is even intrinsic to
it, as the text states explicitly with regard to the Mass (PO 4c).

Of priestly rule, finally, the fathers teach in article 6 that ‘‘no Christian
community can be built without being rooted in and turning on the celebration
of the most holy Eucharist’’ (PO 6e). The Eucharist leads to works of charity
(PO 6e), and the law of the community is said to be the law of charity (PO 6c).
Union in charity, of course, is nothing but the res of the sacrament of the
Eucharist. If the archê is the end, then we may well say that this last func-
tion (ruling in and for charity) rules the other two munera. On the other hand,
since the sacraments of the New Law—and especially and preeminently the
Eucharist—contain what they signify, they cannot be thought of as indicators
of something utterly distinct from them or as instruments extrinsic to what
they accomplish. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that, if formally the
mission view is primary, as introducing and framing the presentation, sub-
stantively, the cultic, Eucharistic view is primary.

In this, the text is faithful to the New Testament. For apostolic mission
originates with Christ, who is made present in the Eucharist and makes him-
self present precisely as enacting the Paschal mystery. But it is from the full-
ness of the Paschal mystery that the mission arises (John 21). Therefore, what-
ever participation there may be in apostolic mission originates in the Eucharist,
which is the sacramental availability of the Paschal mystery.39

Further, the priestly mission is to bring the laity, those who consecrate
their lives to Christ in consecrating the world to him, to a share in Christ’s own
consecration of himself to the Father.40 The Eucharist is therefore also the
terminus of the mission in this world. If the word of the gospel does not pass
over to sacramental reality, moreover, and if our action in the world does not
join up with Christ’s action, then one must wonder whether Christian life is
more than just one of many other social constructions of reality.41 Rather,
Eucharist means that Christianity, our union with Christ, is not just a matter of
saying and doing, a moral reality, but lands us in a reality deeper than our own
by a saying and a doing that is more than our own.42 So, yes, in the order of
generation, so to speak, preaching must be first, and the council explicitly says
so (no. 4a); however, in the order of perfection, as containing the reality that
preaching is about, sanctification is first.43 This is, in fact, the synthesis article
2d presents to us.

Consideration of the mediations at stake in the munera shows how the
‘‘two conceptions’’ are mutually inclusive. If sanctification is taken quite nar-
rowly tomean performance of and presidency over the cult, then themissionary
mandate of the New Testament minister includes that as but one activity to be
taken with two others. On the other hand, saying that the New Testament
minister is one who is sent adverts to only one side of a double mediation, the
side that goes fromGod toman. In the same way, ‘‘preaching’’ and ‘‘ruling’’ are
also similarly one sided and move from God toward man. Priesthood, on the
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other hand, classically signifies both sides of the mediation, from God to man
and from man to God.44 The downward mediation is prior, for it brings both
the word of divine instruction and interior grace.45

However, the other side, whereby men arrive in the heavenly sanctuary
with their sacrifice, is also signified by ‘‘priest,’’ as it is not by ‘‘apostle.’’ The
question, then, is what is meant by the Christian cult.46 If we mean very nar-
rowly the service of the altar in the sanctuary, then saying that sanctifying is
but one of three functions of the one sent breaks open priestly activity to in-
clude preaching and ruling. But if the cult of Christians is ‘‘existential’’47 and if
the altar of sacrifice is cosmic,48 then ‘‘priest’’ once again regains its capacity to
be the comprehensive appellation of Christian ministry, which gathers a com-
munity by preaching, orders it in charity, and consummates its spiritual sac-
rifice in the sacrament of the sacrifice of Christ.

Moreover, if we consider the munera in their original and paradigmatic
deployment by Christ, then the office of Christ’s priesthood must be preemi-
nent.49 For it conveys more fully the mediation of Christ, downward and up-
ward, both Son of God and Son of man, than either kingship or prophecy of
themselves can do. So, the name Christ receives, according to Hebrews 1:4,
summing up his divine dignity as Son, King, Lord, and Creator (1:5–14) and his
solidarity with us as Son of man, the pioneer of salvation, and brother (2:1–16),
is ‘‘high priest’’ (2:17).50 Priestly concept and reality have also died and been
raised in the triumph of the cross, with the same continuity and discontinuity
of the buried and glorified body, of the Old Testament and the New. Down-
ward, priestly mediation consists in the teaching of a new law and its infusion
into the heart and of the forgiveness of sins; upward, it is the offering of a
sacrifice that achieves salvation because it places the offerers in the heavenly
sanctuary sacramentally and in hope so that at death the members may be
where their Head has preceded. On the contrary, to make of Christian min-
istry a ministry only of the word or so to emphasize it when conceiving
Christian ministry as a share in apostolic mission as to fail to see any ante-
cedent foreshadowing in the priesthood of the Old Testament is to confine the
Church to the synagogue and to refuse to enter into the Body that is the
temple.51

The Synthesis of Article 2

It is important to see that the synthesis of article 2 occurs within the context of
the great themes of the council’s ecclesiology, for it is made possible by the
council’s faithfulness to these themes. This faithfulness is declared from the
outset, in article 1, where the treatment of the priesthood is related to these
themes in a single sentence that forms as it were an ecclesiological preface to
the decree: ‘‘For, by the sacred ordination and mission they receive from
bishops, priests are promoted to the service of Christ the teacher, priest and
king whose ministry they share, the ministry by which the Church is un-
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ceasingly built up here on earth into the people of God, the body of Christ and
the temple of the holy Spirit.’’52

First, the mission of priests evokes the missions of Christ and the Church.
Second, priestly mission is ordered to build up the Church as the communion
of the people of God, whose Christological and pneumatological dimensions
are immediately brought forward, since communion in the Church is com-
munion with the persons of the Trinity. Third, this mission of Christ and the
Church that priests share in is given the same threefold articulation as in Lumen
gentium. Fourth, the ministry of priests, already situated between Christ, who
sends them, and the people to whom they are sent is tied to the ministry of the
bishops, to which it has been a principal goal of the council to give adequate
treatment.53

The reconciliation and synthesis of the two views occurs at three places,
especially in the attention at article 2a and 2d to the spiritual sacrifices of the
faithful, at article 2b, and at 2e. Article 2a affirms that all of the faithful are a
royal priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices to God.54 This looks forward to
article 2d, where the synthesis occurs in terms of the relation of priesthoods, in
that the ministerial priest is sent to enable the exercise of the baptismal priest-
hood of the faithful.55 The Christian’s sacrifice, which is the whole offering of
all of one’s life and of every human action to the Father, is rendered possible
through the apostolic ministry of priests, which by preaching calls the faithful
to this sacrifice and is consummated in being sacramentally united to the
sacrifice of Christ in the Eucharist. Article 2 as a whole shows, as it were, how
the spiritual sacrifice of the whole body is to be enabled and sacramentally
accomplished in the Eucharistic sacrifice of the Head through the ministry of
priests. ‘‘This is the goal of the whole ministry of priests, and in this it is
consummated.’’ Moreover, their ministry, ‘‘which begins from the proclama-
tion of the Gospel, draws its force and strength from the sacrifice of Christ.’’56

Before this, article 2b repeats the doctrine of Trent, which states that
within the body of Christ there areministers who in virtue of their sacred power
offer sacrifice and forgive sins. These ministers, however, are to be understood
in the line of the great sending: Christ to the apostles, the apostles to the
bishops. As the bishops are appointed ‘‘to share his [Christ’s] own consecration
and mission,’’ first mentioned at the beginning of article 2a, so by implication
do priests, who are delegated to collaborate with the bishops ‘‘in carrying out
the apostolic mission.’’ Consecration and mission are united in that conse-
cration is for mission.57

The last paragraph, article 2e, also reconciles the two views. It shows the
unity of the theocentric, ‘‘consecratory’’ view with that of the ‘‘anthropocen-
tric,’’ apostolic view. Underneath the text is the recollection of Saint Irenaeus’s
dictum that the glory of God is the life of man and that the life of man is the
knowledge of God.58 So, as the text has it, priests are certainly devoted to the
glory of God, but ‘‘that glory [of God] consists in this, that human beings
consciously, freely and thankfully accept the work of God that was brought to
perfection in Christ, and manifest it in their whole lives.’’ The entire life and
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activity of priests, including preaching, sanctifying, and ruling, as well as most
notably the very prayer and adoration of the priest, therefore ‘‘contribute both
to increasing the glory of God and to advancing men in the divine life.’’ The
theocentric intent of priesthood, comprising the worship of God, is consum-
mated in the sanctification of man.

This leaves us with article 2c, the middle section of the article, where the
originality of the council comes to light as it presents its summary and con-
trolling dogmatic view of the priest. The text articulates how the priest dis-
charges his apostolic mission by recalling the threefold munera, and it explains
the nature of the consecration for mission in terms of the sacrament of orders.
Presbyteral office is conferred by a distinct sacrament, whereby priests are
‘‘patterned to the priesthood of Christ [Christo sacerdoti configurantur], so that
they may be able to act in the person of Christ as head of the body [ita ut in
persona Christi Capitis agere valeant].’’59 Here let us quote Henri Denis apropos
of that last phrase: ‘‘It seems to us that it is on this little phrase in fact that the
specificity of the hierarchical minister in general and that of the presbyteral
minister in particular rests. Indeed, if one looks for what is original in the task
of the priest in relation to that of the Christian, one is referred to this sign
which is essential to the Church: the sign of Christ the Head for his Body. In
other words, there is a ministry in the Church in order that the work of Christ
in the work of the Church may be signified.’’60

We report the story of the composition of this text shortly. For now, we
wish to make an observation on another sense in which article 2 is synthetic.
The allusion to Saint Irenaeus in article 2e reminds us how deeply rooted the
entire article is in the tradition. The text is synthetic, not just conceptually,
relative to the ‘‘two views,’’ but relative to scripture and tradition, too.

At the outset, in article 2a, the text joins consecration and mission in the
citation of John 10:36, which speaks of Christ as ‘‘consecrated and sent into the
world.’’ It is right to recall here, too, the Letter to the Hebrews, where Christ is
in one breath both the apostle and the high priest of our faith (3:1). Thus, his
priestly work includes his authoritative declaration of the content of our pro-
fession of faith,61 while his consecration as priest consists in his obedient
death,62 which Christians make actual in their own obedient sacrifice of daily
life and charity (13:1–6) and memorialize in the Eucharist and indeed proclaim
until he comes again.63 The linkage of consecration and mission therefore
picks up the original connection of these things in the Christology of the New
Testament, which itself builds on the commissioning narratives of the Old.
‘‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I
consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations’’ (Jer 1:5). ‘‘The Spirit
of the Lord is uponme, because he has anointed me [consecrated me] to preach
good news to the poor; he has sent me to proclaim release to the captives’’ (Lk
4:18, citing Is 61:1–2).64 Returning to John’s gospel, finally, we recall that
Christ’s priestly invocation in chapter 17 declares not just his own consecra-
tion, which is at the same time the achievement of his mission, but also that of
those who in chapter 20 are sent as he was sent (20:21).
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The threefold character of the mission of Christ collects the anointings of
prophet, priest, and king in the Old Testament, bespeaks the unity of the
workings of word and spirit, of history and grace, and thus illustrates the
inseparability of Christology and pneumatology in the Incarnation itself. For
the fathers, the trilogy does not move beyond Christology, the explanation of
the name ‘‘Christ.’’ It is the liturgy of initiation, the postbaptismal anointing,
that makes the Christian (as well as Christ) prophet, priest, and king.65 The
ancient liturgies of ordination collectively attest that ordination enables a man
to teach, sanctify, and rule, and although they do not pick out these functions
as three, Congar thinks they come ‘‘very close to our trilogy.’’66 In Saint Tho-
mas, the munera are invoked for both Christ and his ministers.67

The nature of the ministerial priest as representative of Christ is patristic,
though one has to look to the citations of Lumen gentium, article 21, for a
witness to this tradition in the council’s texts. The assertion of the sacra-
mentality of orders repeats Trent, of course, but Trent itself, in repeating the
common theology of the thirteenth century on orders and the character im-
parted by orders does nothing but bring forward the twelfth century’s ordering
and labeling of the patristic and especially Augustinian inheritance. Best of all,
all the foregoing is poured into understanding the priest’s place between the
sacrifice of the faithful and the sacrifice of Christ, just where Saint Paul places
his own ministry, the Apostle who knew nothing for the Corinthians ‘‘except
Jesus Christ and him crucified’’ (1 Cor 2:2) so that they might be God’s temple
(3:9, 16) and present their bodies ‘‘as a living sacrifice to God’’ (Rom 12:1).68

The Christological view of priesthood to which the text orients us in article
2c, where priests are ‘‘patterned to the priesthood of Christ, so that they may be
able to act in the person of Christ, the head of the body,’’ exactly reflects our
epistemic situation. Not only is Christ the mediator of grace by his action, but,
in the order of our very thinking about him, he is also the mediator of a new
concept of mediation and of priesthood. His priesthood, a ‘‘better priesthood,’’
is exercised in his death, in the Paschal mystery; the priesthood of the faithful,
for its part, is achieved in the transformation of life in the power of and as
uniting themselves existentially to Christ; ordained priests render the media-
tion of Christ present, especially in the Eucharist, which makes the Paschal
mystery present and unites the spiritual sacrifice of the faithful to that of
Christ. Vanhoye maintains that ‘‘If . . .we consider the texts of the New Tes-
tament which describe the characteristics of the apostolic or pastoral Christian
ministry, we observe that these texts present the ministers of the Church as the
living instruments of Christ the mediator and not as the delegates of the
priestly people.’’69 And again, the specific function of the priest is ‘‘the man-
ifestation of the active presence of Christ the mediator . . . [and] of Christ the
priest, in the life of believers in order that they may explicitly welcome this
mediation and by its means transform their whole existence.’’70

Presbyterorum ordinis, article 2, is synthetic, therefore, not in the way of
some theological encyclopedia but in the way amagisterial text as at Trent or the
First Vatican Council is synthetic. It would have us think of the foundational
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realities necessary to understand priesthood: the plan of God, revealed in
Christ, set in motion by Christ’s mission, a mission continued in apostolic and
episcopal ministry, and directed toward the consummation of all things at
Christ’s return. Within this, the true ‘‘frame’’ offered by the council, lies the
sacramental priesthood of priests of the second rank, a priesthood deriving
from and representing Christ’s by the consecration of orders, a priesthood that
enables the Eucharistic consummation of the existential priesthood of Chris-
tians, which presupposes both faith and evangelization and flowers in a com-
munity ordered by charity and awaiting the Lord’s return. That, by any fair
stretch of the word, is a ‘‘synthetic’’ view.

Doubtless, not everything is said in one article of the decree. The subse-
quent unfolding of the text, however, is organically related to this second article.
In the second part of the decree, on the ministry of priests, articles 4–6 take up
the munera of preaching, sanctifying, and shepherding mentioned in article
2c, as well as keeping the order of the munera among one another established
in article 2d. Articles 7–9 develop the priest’s relations to bishop, other priests,
and the faithful by spelling out the ecclesial references of article 2b.

The third part of the decree, the life of priests, takes as its point of depar-
ture the consecration of priests, first mentioned in article 2b; according to
article 13, moreover, the holiness of priests is a holiness that is learned and
lived within the discharge of the munera mentioned in article 2c. The unity
and harmony of the life of priests (article 14) finds adumbration in the last lines
of article 2e. In article 15, the priest finds an example of the virtues of humility
and obedience in the Christ he represents, which harks back to article 2c.
Finally, in article 16, celibacy shows the priest as friend of the bridegroom,
betrothing the faithful to Christ, just as in article 2d the ministry of priests is to
lead the faithful to the banquet of the Lamb, which we can also characterize as
the wedding banquet of the Lamb.

Nova in Veteris: The Doctrinal Novelty of Article 2

The text of article 2 is novel relative to previous magisterial teaching by its
combination of a theology of mission and consecration, of word and sacra-
ment, by the very comprehensiveness of the framework in which it inserts
priesthood, and in the detail with which it lists the priest’s relations to others.
Still, none of this touches its most important novelty, one that was not seen at
the time for what it was and that, if we think it good, must be attributed solely
to the accidents of the composition of the text, which is to say, solely to the
providence of God and the guidance of the Holy Spirit, which, as we believe,
governed the proceedings of the council.

Taking up Lumen gentium, article 28, for the text of the second section of
Presbyterorum ordinis meant also (indirectly but more basically) taking up Lu-
men gentium, article 21. For Lumen gentium understands priests in the first
instance as helpers of the bishops such that priests are of the same kind of
minister as are bishops but of lesser degree. If, however, priests are to be
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understood ecclesiologically in relation to bishops, then the definition of the
priesthood and of priestly ministry follows from that of episcopal office and
ministry.71

In the formation of Lumen gentium, article 21, which asserts the sacra-
mentality of episcopal ordination, there is repeated the teaching of Trent that
ordination imparts a character.72 And in accord with the standard understand-
ing of the effect of orders and the permanence of the character, the preliminary
draft asserted that a bishop could neither be reduced to the lay state nor become
again a simple priest. The fathers, however, desired a positive expression of the
effect of the sacrament. Responding to this wish, the doctrinal commission
offered in place of the negative characterization of the effect of ordination the
statement that, in virtue of ordination, grace was given and a character im-
parted in such wise that bishops take the place of Christ himself and represent
him or act in eius persona as teacher, shepherd, and priest.

The text means to connect ordination with all three munera or offices—
teaching, ruling, and sanctifying. Ordination equips a bishop, as the ancient
ordinals witness, for all three ministeria, for the whole and every part of his
properly episcopal ministry. In this way, the text implies the unity of the three
powers; ordination gives the radical wherewithal for all, for each is essential to
episcopal functioning and is a nonalienable part of episcopacy.

The authors of the text have therefore invoked a quite traditional phrase, in
persona Christi, by which to express the effect of orders for all three functions.
In doing so, however, they extend the range of this phrase and modify its prior
usage. If they are not saying something new, they are saying the old in a new
and quite succinct and powerful form. For Saint Thomas, for example, the
priest or bishop acts in persona Christi only when consecrating the Eucharistic
elements.73 Mediator Dei, less than twenty years before the council, respected
this usage.

Lumen gentium, article 28, the text immediately in the background to
Presbyterorum ordinis, article 2, seems to have fallen back to this older usage.
Expressly, it speaks of the priest acting in persona Christi only in the sacrifice of
the Mass, and its reference to Mediator Dei likewise takes us back to the old
usage. Implicitly, however, Lumen gentium, article 28, expands the sense of
representing Christ to all three munera. This is clear from outside the text from
the relatio of Henrı́quez Jiménez.74 However, the text itself also implies it in
several ways. First, by the power of the sacrament of orders, priests are con-
secrated ‘‘in the image of Christ (ad imaginem Christi), the high and eternal
priest . . . to preach the Gospel and pasture the faithful and celebrate divine
worship.’’ But doing something to or in or after the image of Christ is repres-
enting Him in doing it, and representing Christ is acting in his person. Sec-
ond, sharing ‘‘in the munus of Christ the one mediator’’ for evangelizing and
exercising ‘‘the munus of Christ the shepherd and head’’ in pastoral care are
functionally equivalent in the text to ‘‘acting in the person of Christ’’ in the
Eucharistic cult.75 The text could as well have said for the last that the priest
shares in the munus of Christ the Priest and for the former that he acts in the
person of Christ the Mediator and Shepherd.
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Presbyterorum ordinis, therefore, follows Lumen gentium, article 28, in giv-
ing in persona Christi a broader sense for priests, as Lumen gentium, article 21,
does for bishops, and it did so from the first draft, with very general approval of
the fathers. It follows article 28 also in saying expressly, as article 21 did not,
that the representation is of Christ as head of the Church, an uncontested and
unremarked precision whose importance emerged only later.76

At Presbyterorum ordinis, article 2, it is true, where it is a matter of the priest
acting in persona Christi for all his presbyteral functioning, the council appeals
to Lumen gentium, article 10, which asserts the priest so acts only in the Eu-
charist. And at article 6, speaking of the pastoral or ruling function of the
priest, the council harks back to Lumen gentium, article 28, which has the
phrase again in a Eucharistic context and which itself appeals to Mediator Dei,
correctly and narrowly, for this point. However, it is quite certain that Presby-
terorum ordinis means to assert that the priest acts in the person of Christ and
indeed in the person of Christ the head in discharging all three functions. This
is clear from the context, for article 2c speaks of building up (that is, gathering
by teaching), sanctifying, and ruling the body of Christ. It is also clear from the
Acta. The second draft has it in article 2 that the priest acts in persona Christi
expressly for all three munera. To amodus after the third draft, which drops the
express listing of all three, requesting the restoration of the earlier text, the
answer is that the text evidently enough supposes that all three are in question.
The commission answers that ‘‘presbyters are always said to share in the
munera of the bishops, which indeed are the ones mentioned.’’77 So we are to
understand that they share them as to exercise them all, as do the bishops, in
the person of Christ.

Furthermore, as Mediator Dei spoke of the priest acting in the person of
Christ the head in sanctifying and in offering the sacrifice of the Mass, so the
council at Presbyterorum ordinis, article 2, means that for all three functions, the
priest acts in the person of Christ the Head.78 The representation, in each func-
tion, is of Christ precisely in his distinction from the Church his body, ‘‘facing’’
the Church, as we might put it.79 Where the munera are named, the repre-
sentation of Christ in distinction from the Church goes without saying: The
teacher is not one of the taught; the shepherd is not one of the sheep; and the
high priest enters into the sanctuary alone. Article 2 does not at this point name
the munera, however, and so the specification of Christ as head is suitable.
While Presbyterorum ordinis neither reproves the denial of this nor insists that
this representation is true exclusively of the priest, in keeping with the positive
and irenic tone of the entire production of the council, Mediator Dei does.80

It should be noted that spokesmen for both of the ‘‘two views’’ of Marty’s
relatio strongly approved speaking of the priest’s acting in the person of Christ
for all three munera.81 For partisans of the theology of mission, this way of
speaking seems to break the hold of the cult on the priesthood and to break
open its hitherto exclusive connection to the Eucharist and sanctification. The
others, too, liked this high view of priesthood. It extends the way of expressing
the priest’s role in the cult to expressing his functioning in whatever he does
and with the same weighty accent; it ties whatever the priest does, and not just
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in ‘‘saying Mass,’’ to the presence, the action—the person—of Christ himself.
Both sides came together on the high ground—that is, on a high view of the
priesthood. Both sides came together, and this is a sign and reminder that, in
the council, the mind of the whole Church comes to expression.82On the other
hand, it is to be denied that it is a new view relative to the tradition as a whole.
Petrus baptizat, hic [Christus] est qui baptizat, Saint Augustine says; and again,
Nos Christum praedicamus . . .Christus autem Christum praedicat, quia seipsum
praedicat.83

What is new in the synthesis of article 2, then, is the enlargement of the
reference of acting in the person of Christ the head as compared with prior,
especially Thomist, usage. Now, not just in quoting the words of institution (as
for Saint Thomas,Mediator Dei, Lumen gentium 28, and Presbyterorum ordinis 5)
but for all three munera, the priest represents Christ. This makes the entire
ministry of the priest something that before was by the customary language
usually said only of his activity in the sanctuary. It heightens the worth—or our
appreciation of the worth—of the other functions. Is this part of the mission
view or the cultic view of the priest? It transcends both and seems to be a happy
accident of the production of the text. It takes what once was used to express
the priest’s agency in the Eucharist and makes it express his whole ministry
and activity. This occurs in article 12 even more strongly, perhaps, where
priests, acting in the person of Christ, are said also to be ‘‘the living instru-
ments of Christ the eternal priest’’ and to take the place of Christ.

Because the priest represents Christ in his entire ministerial activity, the
objective call to a complete holiness of life that priesthood makes becomes
obvious, as in article 12, and the prosecution of this holiness within the dis-
charge of the munera also becomes evident, as with article 13, and yet the unity
of priestly life and holiness in Christ, since the discharge of all of his duties has
to do with the actions and representation of Christ, also follows naturally in the
text at article 14.

It is wonderful that an expression of such power and unexpected conse-
quence for the future should be produced as it were almost by accident and yet
find universal approval. As to unforeseen consequence, yes, the newly ex-
pressed synthesis of article 2 (and especially this happy twist of fate in the
production of the text whereby the priest represents Christ generally in his
ministry and not just at the altar) of ancient tradition, medieval and Tridentine
doctrinal precision, and Baroque piety provided the wherewithal to meet
postconciliar challenges to the Church’s understanding and practice.

This should not surprise us. As Jean Frisque remarks, ‘‘carried along as it
was by the dynamism of the council, a document like our decree in some
measure escapes from its redactors; it no longer belongs to them.’’84 Because
the council expresses the mind of the whole Church and does so under the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, we can speak with B.-D. de La Soujeole of a
certain ‘‘openness’’ of the conciliar teaching, by which he means that the
doctrinal richness ‘‘contained in the documents could not have been clearly—
at least explicitly—present to the mind of the fathers and could not appear but
much later.’’85
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Conclusion

We conclude by asking where the legacy of Presbyterorum ordinis is to be found.
This depends very much on whether its view of the nature of priesthood is
coherent, a true synthesis of the two dominant views with which the council
started, or whether it is a juxtaposition of pieces that cannot go together. In the
latter case, the legacy is a choice between two unsynthesizable pieces. As one
popular hermeneutic of the council would have it, we could pursue a recon-
stituted post-Tridentinism, a sort of resupernaturalizing and resacerdotaliza-
tion of ecclesial ministry (bad things), as some claim to see in the 1971 Synod
and the Letters to Priests of John Paul II. On the other hand, still according to
this hermeneutic, the course is forward, to the democratic and declericalized,
egalitarian, charismatic, and collaborative style of ministry toward which the
council took but a few hesitant and indecisive steps.

A seemingly more moderate hermeneutic (and one critical of the forego-
ing) would see the decree, as it sees the production of the council generally, as a
juxtaposition of views, but a not incoherent one. Rather, according to this view,
‘‘Fidelity to the council requires that both juxtaposed theses be taken seriously
and that an attempt be made through a more penetrating theological reflection
and a renewed ecclesial praxis to reconcile them in a synthesis that will allow
further advances.’’86 So, the council bequeathed to the Church and theology
the task of working for a synthesis that the council itself could not or did not
effect.

We believe that neither of these approaches is helpful for interpreting
Presbyterorum ordinis. The textual history of the decree and the speeches and
discussions that are part of that history show that it was certainly not the
council fathers’ intention to do nothing more than juxtapose two theses or
viewpoints. The October 16, 1965, relatio of Archbishop Marty gave voice to
that intention, which the fathers accepted. Further, we think it is no great feat
of interpretation to see the fulfillment of this intention in article 2 of the
decree. Interpreting Presbyterorum ordinis therefore cannot be a matter of
weighingor balancing twomassesofmaterial, the thesesof aprogressive council
majority on one side and of a conservative council minority on the other. We
are to see, rather, that consecration is for the purpose of extending the mission
of Christ, whose own end is the glory of the Father in a redeemed humanity.
The priest-presbyter is sent forth as one consecrated in persona Christi capitis
authoritatively to proclaim the Gospel to the world, to extend the offer of sal-
vation in the sacraments, and to build up the Church.

Determining the legacy of Presbyterorum ordinis depends also on whether
the decree is read against the background of prior Catholic tradition, the great
democracy of the diachronic voices from Scripture, itself read as Dei verbum,
article 12, teaches us to read it, to the Fathers, from the Fathers to the theo-
logians of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and very much including past
conciliar and papal teaching. The Synod of Bishops urged this way of inter-
pretation on the council’s twentieth anniversary.87
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We think that, if read in that way, the synthesis of the views and the
adequacy of the one view arrived at become manifest. If the priesthood was
framed in the theology of mission, it remained the ministry that culminated in
the Eucharistic sacrifice, where the Christian’s sacrifice of life passes over
sacramentally into the eternal sacrifice of the Lamb. Precisely because it was
framed in the theology of mission, both its historical institution by Christ, as
well as its sacramental enablement, now, by Christ through the Spirit, were
affirmed. If the priest was not hailed as an alter Christus, he was described as
acting in persona Christi capitis no longer merely at the Eucharist but also across
the length and breadth of his ministry. The decree put it that the priest was to
find holiness within the very exercise of his ministry—teaching, sanctifying,
ruling. Still, that is what he was to find—holiness. The relation of the priest as
minister to bishop, to fellow priests, to the laity, and including to the laity in
their own apostolic labor (in other words, the concrete ecclesial context into
which the priest is inserted) was affirmed expressly and in detail. Still, he
remained a ‘‘man apart,’’ both by reason of his consecration and in order to
have something to bring to the people in whose midst he lived and worked.

If read in this way, furthermore, where the truly synthetic character of the
decree becomes manifest, then it is possible to answer the question of its
legacy, which appears to be the 1992 apostolic exhortation, Pastores dabo vobis.
This is true for the ecclesiological presuppositions of the priesthood, which
were spelled out by Pope John Paul II as the mystery, the communion, and the
mission of the Church; it is true for the centrality of the priest as representing
Christ the head; it is true for the priority of this representation relative to
priestly representation of the Church; and it is true for the clarity with which
celibacy is also linked to this representative character of the priest. All of these
things, some more or less developed by the council, are brought fully to ex-
pression by the pope, especially in relation to the human and ecclesial situa-
tion, the signs of the times, at the beginning of the third millennium. In this
way, Pastores dabo vobis shows us a privileged way forward in the task of re-
ceiving the synthesis of Presbyterorum ordinis.
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ticulier. Si l’on cherche, en effet, en quoi la tâche du prêtre est originale par rapport à
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sophiques et théologiques 67 (1983): 100. Congar makes more of the patristic witness to
the trilogy than does J. Fuchs, ‘‘Origines d’une trilogie ecclésiologique à l’époque
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11

The Decree on Priestly

Formation, Optatam Totius

Anthony A. Akinwale, O.P.

The Second Vatican Council remains pertinent forty years after its
closing session. In a Church that is a communion of Churches, to use
a phrase that Jean-Marie-Roger Tillard has brought to our attention
(or, to use one coined by the Synod of the Church in Africa to deepen
and express the conciliar ecclesiology of communion, in a Church that
is the family of God), the council is teaching churches, old and new,
what the Spirit has been teaching the Church.1 Speaking in general
terms, the council equipped the Church to face new challenges by tak-
ing her to her sources as she carries out her mission in the world.
Speaking in specific terms, the Conciliar decree Optatam totius on
priestly formation equips her to train priests who will be prepared to
face the challenges.

Authentic Development of Christian Tradition
in Modernity

In the history of the Church, councils do not cancel out each other.
They amplify or emphasize what previous councils did not empha-
size. Councils are instruments of the Holy Spirit put in the hands of
the Church by the same Holy Spirit, instruments of transmission of
the faith of the Church. Since the Holy Spirit is not subject to self-
contradiction we can safely assume that councils do not substantially
contradict each other.

The relationship between councils may be illustrated by recourse
to John Cardinal Newman. Often celebrated as the absent but influ-
ential father of the Second Vatican Council, Newman postulates in his
Essay on Development of Christian Doctrine that a living and vigorous



idea develops when it modifies and is modified and that this occurs in a warfare
of ideas, that is, in confrontation with other ideas. But in the process of the
authentic development of an idea, Newman maintains, the original idea is
preserved. Where there is no retention of the original idea, that is, where it is
distorted, what is left is not an authentic development but a corruption of the
original idea. In other words, authentic development occurs when, in its in-
teraction with other ideas, the original idea transforms and is transformed but
not conformed. If it were to conform it would lose its own identity and put on
the identity of another idea. Newman applies his theory of the development of
ideas to Christianity in order to defend Roman Catholicism against accusations
that she had distorted Christianity. He explains his position by arguing that an
idea is received within the universe of ideas of its recipients.

Newman’s theory posits a certain reaffirmation of Thomas Aquinas, who,
in his own account of how the human intellect understands (which was influ-
enced by his reading of Aristotle), stated that whatever is received is received
according to the mode of its recipient. And if Newman could be said to have
reaffirmed Aquinas, Yves Congar, himself a disciple of Aquinas, has pointed
out in the same vein, that whatever is transmitted is received by a living and
therefore an active subject.2

In words that show the profundity of Newman’s insight, Congar explained
that the saving faith is received by minds who consider this faith not only as an
absolute but also as a deposit given once and for all ‘‘since the Apostles,’’ as a
point of reference to which nothing is to be added and fromwhich nothing is to
be subtracted.3 Yet, the minds that receive the faith receive it actively and not
passively, according to the way these minds are. Arguing that historicity is an
attribute of the human mind, Congar spoke of the actively receptive human
mind with its discursive structure, successive and partial perceptions of reality,
in interaction with other minds that exist within cosmic and biological dura-
tion. The once-and-for-all character of apostolicity is not negated by the his-
toricity of its reception.4

With these thoughts on the transmission and reception that goes on be-
tween councils, I propose that, in order to read their teachings, Newman’s
eloquently articulated theory of the development of ideas be used as an inter-
pretive key. This theory of the development of doctrine, anticipated by thinkers
like Vincent of Lérins and Thomas Aquinas and further explained by Congar,
sheds light on how the teachings of the Second Vatican Council are to be read
and received within the ongoing story of the Church. In this specific instance,
the theory should be borne in mind in reading the council’s teachings on the
life, ministry, and formation of priests.5

At Vatican II, the authentic development of Christianity took the form of
tradition in modernity. It is difficult, if not impossible, to understand the coun-
cil’s teachings when they are not seen in these terms. Tradition is that which is
handed on and received according to the mode of its recipients. The implica-
tion of espousing the Thomist stance that Newman echoes is that whatever is
passed on wears the intellectual and spiritual garb of the giver’s era. The
recipient, who is anything but passive, needs to remove the garb and cast it in
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familiar terms. We must never distort that which is passed. The garb may
change, but the wearer’s identity may not. Tradition is a process whereby a
changing Church, living in changing times, receives the unchanging message
of the Gospel in apostolicity and transmits it in ways that change without
altering the message.

The original idea of Christianity is found in Christ himself. In fact,
Newman identifies this original idea in the Johannine affirmation of the in-
carnation: ‘‘The Word became flesh.’’ But when he became truly human, the
incarnate Word did not conform to human standards. Even as he manifested
his human traits, those who saw him still wondered, ‘‘What manner of man is
this?’’ (Mk 4:41). Derived from Newman’s theory, this Christological principle
of incarnation without conformation can also be applied to the Church and to
the priesthood.

The irreversible match of history ensures that the Church always finds
herself in new times and places. Finding that the Gospel message must be
addressed to every new situation, she has to obey the imperatives of effective
communication. She struggles to adapt the message to her audience, but she
must not distort it. Not even the risk of losing the audience’s affection must
make her sacrifice the radicality of the message. It would be a caricature of the
Gospel to set up apostolic tradition and modernity as antitheses. This tradition
must be passed on to modernity in modernity without alteration.

Contrary to Archbishop Marcel Lefebvre, the council was no deviation
from tradition but rather was in continuity with it. The fathers of the patristic
era were largely present not only in the footnotes but also in the letter and the
spirit of the council. The marvelous harmonization of theology, spirituality,
and pastoral concerns in their writings needs to be rediscovered and retrieved if
we are to arrive at a fruitful interpretation of Vatican II (in this specific instance,
if we are to understand the council’s idea of the life, ministry, and formation of
priests).

When we consider Vatican II as a council in continuity with tradition, then
we can come to understand that while the council represents an openness to
modernity—the Church in the modern world—it is by no means an invitation
to commit ecclesial suicide in an undifferentiated acceptance of modern cul-
ture (Western, Asian, or African). At Vatican II, the Church was acting like the
wise scribe who brings out of his storeroom things both old and new (Mt 13:52).
The Church may be in the modern world, but she is not of the modern world.
And even as she seeks to collaborate with all men and women of good will—
many of whom are found outside the Church, thanks to elements of sanctifi-
cation dispersed throughout the world by the Spirit who blows where he
wills—she cannot be dispensed from guarding a prudent relationship and crit-
ical friendship with culture. It is a risky but necessary relationship. The Church,
transformed by the ideas and challenges of the modern world, must continue
to prophetically challenge the modern world, that is, speak for God today by
consistently calling the Church’s attention to the ignorance and absence of the
transcendental dimension, which tragically impoverishes the well-intentioned
discourse of modernity in favor of human promotion.
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However, before commenting on priestly formation according to the mind
of Vatican II, I would like to discuss the council’s ecclesiology. The ecclesiology
of communion of the Second Vatican Council is not an innovation but a
retrieval of New Testament and patristic self-understanding of the Church
within the intellectual horizon of the modern world.6 The Church is the sac-
rament of reconciliation and communion brought about by the prophetic
message of the Gospel of Christ, his kingly service of his brothers and sisters,
and the priestly sacrifice of his own body and blood on the Cross. Christ
showed himself to be a servant of communion and reconciliation. ‘‘The Son of
man came, not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for
many.’’ He demonstrated this at the washing of feet as the hour approached
when he who always loved his own loved them to the fullest. It was the hour
when he gave the supreme demonstration of his service to his brothers and
sisters.

The body of Christ, the Church, in imitation of her head, Christ, is to be at
the service of communion. The priest, for his part, is to be formed to imitate
Christ’s service of communion through his imitation of Christ. He is to be
formed to be the servant of communion through a life and ministry sacra-
mentally configured to represent the munus triplex Christi. He represents
Christ in a community that the author of the First Letter of Peter described as
‘‘the chosen race, the royal priesthood, the holy nation, a people set apart to
sing the praises of God’’ (1 Pet 2:9–10). Far from describing the Church as an
aggregate of priests, these words refer to the collective sacerdotal vocation of
the entire Church.7 The ministerial priesthood exists for the service of this
collective vocation of the entire people of God. As Tillard has pointed out, the
‘‘ministry [of priests] exists in light of this priesthood of the sacerdos commu-
nity. It is the servant of the Spirit of Christ for priestly and theocentric com-
munion which is the local Church in its profound being and life. Also it could
not be understood outside of the constant reference to this total community
sense formed by the Spirit. . . .The ministry manifests its nature only in the act
of the whole community where it is at work.’’8

The fact that it is the entire people of God that is sacerdotal in character
does not remove the priestly character that comes with ordination. It only
situates it within the communion of charisms and services that flow from the
unique baptismal grace. Hence, Tillard adds, ‘‘Through ordination one enters
into ‘the portion of the people of God’ destined for its service, ‘a portion’ whose
honor consists of being of service for the leitourgia.’’9 To examine the formation
of priests according to Optatam totius is to examine how Vatican II proposes to
form priests at the service of communion.

Formation for the Munus Triplex at the Service of Communion

The decree Optatam totius of the Second Vatican Council was not written ex
nihilo. Josef Neuner helps to locate its starting point:
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The starting point of the reform, therefore, was the existing seminary
system that goes back to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was
solemnly confirmed as the form of education for the clergy on July 15,
1563, in the twenty-third session of the Council of Trent. The con-
nection of the present reform with the seminary decree of Trent was
underlined by the four hundredth anniversary of this very decree,
celebrated during the third session on December 3, 1963, in Rome by
a ceremony in Saint Peter’s. The new decree was to be for the Church
today what the seminary decree of Trent was for the stormy age of the
Reformation.10

The Tridentine decree, as Neuner observes, was written with the intention
of inculcating ecclesiastical discipline in candidates for the priesthood by
shielding the same candidates from ‘‘the infectious spirit’’ of the age of the
Reformation. Optatam totius, however, was written at a time when the Church
adopted an attitude of openness to the world. This raises the question of the
relationship between the Tridentine decree andOptatam totius. Neuner explains
the problem in these terms:

The Tridentine decree belongs to the age of the Counter-Reformation.
It sought to isolate endangered youth from the dangers of the world
and protect it, educate it and fortify it within the Church, in this way
creating priests who would serve the Church free from the infections
of the spirit of the age. The educational program was directed wholly
towards the service of the Church, whereas hardly anything was said
about the debate with the movements of the age. . . .The old seminary
system ensured for the Church a reliable clergy, but it also increased
their separation from the people and the growing estrangement of the
Church from the new age. It not only educated people to obedience to
Church authority, but also to a clerical mentality and closed thinking,
and became combined with the one-sided institutional picture of the
Church. If the Church at the council has now overcome the attitude of
the Counter-Reformation, has moved out of a defensive attitude to-
wards innovations and burst open clerical isolation, if she now un-
derstands herself in a new way as a sign of salvation for the world, in
solidarity with the men of all ages, then this new orientation would
inevitably affect the principles behind the training of priests.11

This question can be illustrated by way of a simple formulation: Can a docu-
ment inspired by an attitude of openness be said to be in continuity with a
preceding document inspired by a defensive attitude?

I believe that, while the change of orientation from defensiveness to
openness may be undeniable, the Second Vatican Council did not abolish the
substance of the theology of the priesthood conveyed by the Council of Trent.
Denis Hurley’s comments confirm my position: ‘‘In conformity with the prin-
ciple of Catholic continuity, reference is made [in the decree] to the sound
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regulations of the past, on which the reforms of Vatican II are to be based. This
is a salutary reminder of what we owe to the past, particularly to the Council of
Trent. In a very real sense Trent made Vatican II possible through the clerical
training that it inspired. This training was in need of reform to adapt it fully to
the conditions of our times, but Trent had done its work well to produce the
popes, bishops and theologians of Vatican II.’’12 I find the seed of continuity
between the two councils in the Tridentine portrayal of the priest as sacra-
mental representation of Christ in his munus triplex of priest, prophet, and
king. However, this portrayal of the priest has a history that did not begin at
Trent.13

In the New Testament, the Synoptic Gospels contained the idea of the
Apostles representing Christ in the munus triplex. First, the Eucharistic in-
junction ‘‘do this in my memory’’ and the mission to make disciples and to
baptize represent Christ’s authorization to lead the worship of the new cove-
nant. Here Christ conferred the power to represent him in his priestly office.
Second, the Markan account of the call of the Twelve makes it clear that he
called them to be with him in order that they might proclaim the Gospel with
authority (Mk 3:13–15). Two of the three Synoptic Gospels end with the evan-
gelical injunction to the Apostles to go and preach to the whole world (Mt
28:16–20; Mk 16:15–17). In John’s Gospel, he promised to send them the
Paraclete, who would teach them all things and witness in them (Jn 16:7–15).
And when, at his first appearance to them, he breathed theHoly Spirit on them,
it was to equip them for their mission to preach (Jn 20:19–23). Here is the
granting of the power to exercise the teaching office. Third, he gave them the
power to govern the new Israel (Mt 19:28; Lk 22:28–30). However, this power
to govern is the conferment of the office of servant-leader (Mt 24:24–28). The
modality of exercising this power is taught by the example of the washing of
feet, narrated in the Fourth Gospel (Jn 13:1–15). Hence, finally, as Nichols
rightly observed, this portrayal of the Apostles as representing Christ in his
munus triplex is not limited to the Synoptic Gospels. It can also be discerned in
André Feuillet’s analytical study of John 17, alongside the Songs of the Suf-
fering Servant in the Book of Isaiah (42:1–4; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–12).14

The Apostles’ representation of the munus triplex of Christ passes from
the New Testament through the patristic era, the Reformation, and Trent
before it finds its way into Presbyterorum ordinis and the framework for the
formation of priests in Optatam totius. In the ante-Nicene patristic period, for
example, around 180 ad, Irenaeus reacted to the Gnostic claim of possessing a
secret apostolic tradition by asking for adherence to the teaching of only those
presbyters who have their succession from the Apostles. Others were to be
treated with suspicion. As people who have inherited their ministry from the
Apostles, these presbyters inherited the munus triplex, which the Apostles
derived from Christ.15

This threefold office is reflected in the ordination prayers in Hippolytus of
Rome’s Apostolic Tradition. The intention of the prayers reveals an intention
that the ordinandi exercise the ministry of the Word, the ministry of the sac-
raments, and the ministry of governance. John Chrysostom’s treatise On the
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Priesthood also spelled out the liturgical, pastoral, and teaching role of the
presbyter. Nichols remarks that ‘‘Although the ministry of the Word is often
conspicuous by its absence in medieval definitions of Order, ministerial
preaching was understood as preparing people for a share in the Eucharistic
banquet and sacrifice.’’16 In medieval theology, order as a sacrament confers
power to be at the service of others. Hence, one can still find traces of the
threefold office in this era. Nichols further explains how this theology of the
munus triplex found its way into the documents of Vatican II on the life,
ministry, and formation of the priest. First, ‘‘In terms of the twentieth-century
theology of priesthood which links in time the masters of the Catholic Revival
to the Second Vatican Council, the French School’s notion of the priest as
continuator of the Word Incarnate retained a powerful subterranean influence.
For the Catholic theology of the first fifty years of the twentieth century, the
sacrament of Order is seen as a sacrament which re-presents, represents in the
strongest possible sense of that term, the unique ministry of Jesus Christ
himself.’’17

In speaking of the priest as one who represents Christ, some, such as
Charles Cardinal Journet, spoke of a munus duplex—the priestly and the pas-
toral. But by virtue of a later development, the munus triplex would become
predominant. Nichols explains:

Although there are hints of this kind of Christological scheme in the
patristic period, its systematic use is a Reformation development. It
appears to have entered the mainstream of Catholic theology in two
ways. The main channel was German-speaking Catholic theologians
who borrowed it from their Lutheran counterparts in the course of the
eighteenth century. The other vehicle of this type of Christological
analysis was John Henry Newman, who himself seems to have taken
it from Calvin’s Institutes. Newman has applied it not only to the
Church at large but, quite explicitly, to her ministry in particular.
From the beginning of the twentieth century onwards, this threefold
analysis of the representative task of the Church vis-à-vis the work of
Christ grew in popularity until it finally swept the board by being
incorporated into the two main ecclesiological encyclicals of Pope Pius
XII: Mystici Corporis Christi of 1943 and Mediator Dei of 1947. It was
from these encyclicals that it passed into the texts of the Second Va-
tican Council.18

The history that has just been traced is that of the fundamental understanding
of the priest as representation of Christ. With what we have seen so far, while
one may agree with Neuner that the Tridentine decree serves as the starting
point of Optatam totius, such a statement of agreement is in need of nuance.
Optatam totius was written within the ongoing conversation of the Christian
tradition. While the Tridentine decree may be the proximate starting point, a
theology of the priesthood, which can be traced back to scripture itself and
crystallizes in the understanding of the priest in terms of the threefold office of
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Christ, constitutes the ultimate starting point. Vatican II modified Trent in the
light of the new landscape in which the Church found herself. For Vatican II,
therefore, placing the priest in the modern world does not amount to changing
the priest’s identity. He will continue to be a priest—a representative of Christ
in his threefold office in the world—without conforming to the standard of this
world. Christ himself left the priest in the world to challenge (but not conform
to) the world, even as it challenges the priest. That is why, unlike Trent, Vatican
II did not quarantine the priest. Yet, the program of priestly formation it pro-
poses is designed to equip the priest to engage the world without conforming
to it.

Continuity between Trent and Vatican II in the area of priestly formation
is evident in the fact that the Tridentine objective of forming priests who are in
the world but not of it is continued at Vatican II. Trent hoped to accomplish
this objective by isolating the priest from the world. Vatican II hoped to ac-
complish the same objective, not by isolating the priest from the world but by
putting in place a program that prepared the priest to be challenged by the
world and to challenge the world in prophetic nonconformism. There is there-
fore a continuity of objective although a discontinuity in strategy. In other
words, the change of strategy does not justify any change of objective. The al-
ternative will compromise the priest’s identity, something Vatican II never
intended. Like the idea in Newman’s theory, the priest is inserted into the
world not to lose but to affirm his priestly identity.

If what I have said thus far argues that Optatam totius was not written out
of nothing and if, as a consequence, it is read with the immediate past repres-
ented by Trent in mind, it remains for me to affirm that Optatam totius should
also be read alongside other documents of Vatican II. In concrete terms, al-
though the Decree on the Formation of Priests, Optatam totius, was published
before the Decree on the Life and Ministry of Priests, Presbyterorum ordinis, one
should not be read without the other. Optatam totius provides a means for
forming the priest (as described in Presbyterorum ordinis), which describes the
life and ministry of priests in the light of the ecclesiology of communion and
the understanding of the Church’s mission in the modern world at the Second
Vatican Council. At the council, the Church desired to renew herself by re-
turning to the ecclesiology of communion rooted in scripture and in the
writing of the Church fathers. This recourse to a scriptural and patristic ec-
clesiology points to the fact that the conciliar notion of renewal was a return to
the sources, a dynamic retrieval and reappropriation of the wisdom of the past
rather than a rupture with it. The vital role of the priestly ministry in im-
plementing this desired renewal was accorded its due recognition in the
opening sentence ofOptatam totius: ‘‘The council is fully aware that the desired
renewal of the whole Church depends in great part upon a priestly ministry
animated by the spirit of Christ and it solemnly affirms the critical importance
of priestly training.’’19 Consistent with the desire for a renewal that is con-
nected to continuity, Optatam totius, in laying down the fundamental princi-
ples of priestly formation, reaffirms regulations whose utility has been con-
firmed by experiences and introduces new regulations demanded by the same
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experience ‘‘in harmony with the constitutions and decrees’’ of the council.
Furthermore, in a way that is consistent with an ecclesiology of communion,
the directives concern diocesan priests immediately, but not solely. Never-
theless, there is room for adaptation to legitimate diversity (OT 1).

The council’s clear and unambiguous affirmation of the necessity and
objective of major seminaries ought to be given the utmost attention. Sem-
inaries are loci for the formation of ‘‘true shepherd[s] of souls after the example
of our Lord Jesus, teacher, priest and shepherd’’ (OT 4). This, as Hurley ob-
serves, is another statement that underlies the continuity between Trent and
Vatican II. It is in reply to the opinion expressed in certain quarters that
seminaries are no longer desirable:

If, in the past, the seminary became an institution for isolating and
protecting, we now run the opposite danger of over-emphasizing the
importance of contact with reality. Contact alone does not train a man.
If he is to make the most of his experience, he needs time and seclu-
sion for study and reflection. And if his life is to demand a more than
average degree of discipline, he must subject himself to methodical
training to acquire the habit of it. The athlete and the soldier know this
well. The tendency to exalt freedom and spontaneity must not lead us
to forget that habits are not acquired without persistent effort and that
sound habits are the indispensable springboard of spontaneity. The
artist bears witness to this.

It is a question of balancing discipline and experience. One must
not be sacrificed for the other. When we remember what the clergy
was before the Council of Trent, we can be grateful that Trent insisted
on discipline. It was this discipline of the post-Tridentine clergy, the
clergy of the seminaries, that made Vatican II possible.20

The importance of the affirmation of the need for seminaries is evident not
only in its relation to Trent but also in view of the historical development of the
theology of munus triplex, contained in the portrait of the priest in Vatican II’s
Presbyterorum ordinis: ‘‘Through the sacred ordination and mission which they
receive from the bishops priests are promoted to the service of Christ the
Teacher, Priest and King; they share in his ministry, a ministry through which
the Church here on earth is unceasingly built up into the People of God, the
Body of Christ and the Temple of the Holy Spirit.’’21

With these words, one can assert that implicit in the renewal the Church
desired at the council is a theology that portrays the priest as the sacramental
configuration of Christ. The priest has no identity apart from Christ and the
Church. He is to be formed to serve Christ and the Church. He is neither a pop
star nor a public relations officer of any ideology, ancient or modern, but the
sacramental presence of Christ who is prophet, priest, and king in the Church
and, through the Church, to the world. In the same way that the renewal the
Church envisioned at the council was not meant to be a compromise of the
Church’s identity, the priest’s identity is not to be compromised by his in-
sertion in the world. Moreover, in order not to jeopardize this identity, he lives
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in the world without conforming to it.22 His functions (which Presbyterorum
ordinis describes beautifully) flow from his identity as the sacrament of Christ’s
redemptive presence to the Church and to the world: As Christ’s redemptive
presence he is the minister of God’s word and of the sacraments and the Eu-
charist, as well as ruler of God’s people.23 The objective of priestly formation is
to mold candidates who put on Christ in his munus triplex and, for that reason,
do what Christ would do. This corresponds to the directive of Optatam totius:

They [priests] should be trained for the ministry of the Word, so that they
may gain an ever increasing understanding of the revealed Word of
God, making it their own by meditation, and giving it expression in
their speech and in their lives. They should be trained for the ministry of
worship and sanctification, so that by prayer and the celebration of the
sacred liturgical functions they may carry on the work of salvation
through the Eucharistic sacrifice and the sacraments. They should be
trained to undertake the ministry of the shepherd, that they may know
how to represent Christ to men, Christ who ‘‘did not come to have
service done to him, but to serve others and to give his life as a ransom
for the lives of many’’ (Mk. 10:45; Jn. 13:12–17), and that, by becoming
the servants of all, they may win over many (1 Cor. 9:19).

Hence, all the elements of their training, spiritual, intellectual,
disciplinary, should be coordinated with this pastoral aim in view, and
all superiors and teachers should zealously cooperate to carry out this
program in faithful obedience to the bishop’s authority. (OT 4)

I have used italics to highlight the munus triplex in the quotation and to point
out that each of the elements of priestly formationmentioned here corresponds
with the being of the priest. The spiritual element corresponds to the sancti-
fying or priestly office and requires holiness; the intellectual element corre-
sponds to the teaching or prophetic office and requires intelligence; and the
disciplinary element corresponds to governing or kingly office and requires
competence. In this respect, for priests, holiness, intelligence, and competence
are all necessary but not sufficient. Consequently, priests are to be formed to be
holy, intelligent, and competent. Each quality is necessary, but none is suffi-
cient without the other two. Furthermore, the required competence is not just
professional. The priest must be equally a man of moral competence and a
man of good judgment and good character.

In addition, these elements—holiness, intelligence, and competence—
reveal themselves in the lives and writings of the Church fathers. For this rea-
son it is essential that candidates for the priesthood be familiar with the Church
fathers. Despite what authors rightly describe as the fathers’ eccentricities and
excesses, the combined characteristics of profound spirituality, orthodox the-
ology, and pastoral solicitude in patristic thought make the fathers good guides
in the formation of holy, intelligent, and competent priests.24

It is evident that attention to these three elements of priestly formation
constitutes the core of Optatam totius. Divided into seven sections (without
counting the introduction and conclusion), these elements receive the greatest
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attention in sections IV–VI. While the first section contains brief remarks
on priestly training in different countries, the second highlights the need for
a more intense fostering of priestly vocation, the third looks at major semi-
naries, and the seventh provides guidelines on studies after the years of semi-
nary training.25

Formation for Holiness

The goal of spiritual formation, which the council sees as inseparable from but
closely associated with doctrinal and moral formation, is to develop priests who
cultivate deep friendship with the Trinity.26 The objective is to lead the student
to ‘‘learn to live in intimate and unceasing union with God the Father through
his Son Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit.’’ The priest’s life is to be lived with the
Paschal mystery as a reference point so that he can initiate people into that
mystery. The priest’s spiritual formation (as envisioned at the council) should
enable the priest to seek and find Christ. The list of where and in whom this is
to take place is impressive: ‘‘They should be taught to seek Christ in faithful
meditation on the Word of God and in active participation in the sacred
mysteries of the Church, especially the Eucharist and the Divine Office; in the
bishop by whom they are sent and in the people to whom they are sent,
especially the poor, little children, the sick, sinners and unbelievers.’’

For Vatican II, priestly spirituality is not without its Marian component.
Hence, ‘‘with the confidence of sons they should love and reverence the most
Blessed VirginMary, who was given as a mother to the disciples by Jesus Christ
as he was dying on the cross’’ (OT 8). This spirituality is meant to inculcate a
sense of piety that does not reduce the priestly life to mere religious sentiment,
a sense of the mystery of the Church expressed in ‘‘a humble and filial at-
tachment to the Vicar of Christ,’’ loyal cooperation with the bishop, harmony
with fellow priests, devoted service to the people of God, and a life that con-
forms with the crucified Christ by ‘‘giving up willingly those things which are
lawful, but not expedient’’ (OT 8–9).

In addition, conformity with Christ provides an intrinsic motivation to-
ward the willingness to renounce lawful but nonexpedient things. This, no
doubt, touches on training in priestly obedience, poverty, self-denial, and cel-
ibacy. The instinct of instant self-gratification is tempered by a life lived in
constant reference to the Paschal mystery. Without a deep appreciation and an
internalization of the mystery of the crucified Christ, it becomes difficult, if not
impossible, even when the latest theories of the social sciences are deployed, to
achieve the self-control that is required for holiness: Priestly obedience is
perceived as unbearable bondage and an unacceptable violation of conscience,
and celibacy is seen as nothing but an outdated, dispensable, and disposable
ecclesiastical precept. The extent to which the disappearance of the Paschal
mystery from the lives of contemporary Christians contributed to the crisis of
fidelity (not just to celibacy but also to virtually every aspect of ecclesial life) is
yet to be measured.
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A diminished appreciation of Gospel values begins with a diminished
sense of the Paschal mystery. A diminished sense of the Paschal mystery
lessens motivation for the cultivation of virtues and the appreciation of ascet-
icism. It amounts to a mistaken interpretation of Vatican II to see these as part
of a Tridentine past that is to be discarded.27When the achievement of the past
goes unrecognized, it becomes impossible to accomplish anything in the
present. That is why the archives of a people should not be thrown into the
refuse heap of history, especially when one is dealing with the people of God.

Formation for Intelligence in Holiness and Saint Thomas Aquinas

In the climate of renewal at Vatican II the formation of priests in holiness takes
seriously the achievements of the biblical, patristic, and liturgical movements
of the era. While the emergence of these movements helped to check the
temptation to reduce intellectual formation to scholastic philosophy, it did not
amount to doing theology by ignoring philosophy. Neither is it a question of
saying farewell to Thomas Aquinas. Optatam totius counseled that candidates
for the priesthood be introduced to theology ‘‘with St. Thomas as teacher [S.
Thoma magistro]’’ (OT 14). Josef Neuner points out that the redaction of this
article was preceded by a vigorous debate between ‘‘two sharply opposed
views’’:

Some considered that St. Thomas was not accorded a sufficiently
important place in the decree, whereas his teaching had been re-
commended in more than one hundred papal documents (Cardinal
Ruffini, Cardinal Bacci, Cardinal Caggiano, Archbishop Staffa), while
others were against any special mention of St. Thomas (Cardinal Lé-
ger). Others again approved the moderate formula of the text (Cardi-
nal Döpfner). The modi submitted on article 15 on philosophy were
almost all concerned with the place of St. Thomas. Over one hundred
fathers expressed in one form or another the desire that the system of
philosophia perennis, as developed by St. Thomas, should be taught in
the seminaries. Even after the first vote, 31 further requests for this
were received up to January 31, 1965, the last official date for the
submission of modi; after this date another 420 such requests were
received. As against this, a modus signed by 117 fathers requested that
no particular philosophical system be prescribed; St. Thomas should
be taught to such an extent as was still valid today. With article 16 on
the study of theology also over 200 modi asked that either the words
‘‘Sancto Thoma magistro’’ be left out of the text, or that it should be
weakened by adding ‘‘praesertim,’’ or else that other teachers of the
Church should be recommended as well.

In view of this conflict of opinions the original text, accepted by
more than a two-thirds majority, was, in essentials, retained. It is in
fact more than a compromise between two parties; it expresses in
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broad terms the double duty of ecclesiastical instruction: to remain in
the tradition and at the same time to be open to new questions and
insights.28

Here again, Vatican II’s openness to the present does not represent a break
with tradition. Neuner’s commentary provides a useful guide into the history
and intention of the conciliar position: ‘‘St. Thomas is recommended as a
teacher. He is not only the master who formulated in his time the contents of
Revelation in the intellectual and linguistic forms of Aristotelianism (which
was then modern) and hence became a model of the adaptation of theological
research and language to contemporary life and culture—this was conceded by
all, and many requested that the council should limit itself to recommending
his method—but he is also a teacher in as much as he arrived at permanent
insights which have to be taught in theological instruction.’’29

It is not merely a case of recommending Aquinas’s method; it is also a case
of asking those who provide theological formation, as well as those they are
forming, to take the content of Aquinas’s theology seriously. The competing
modus submitted by 116 council fathers, to which Neuner refers, as well as the
fact that the council did not accept it, buttresses the point that both the method
and the content of Aquinas’s theology are being advocated. Yet, nothing sug-
gests that what has been adopted amounts to a canonization of every particular
doctrinal position Aquinas espoused.30 The old is not discarded; neither is the
new rejected. There is, instead, a prudentially differentiated acceptance of the
old and the new. Innovation is embraced within tradition and is thus a break-
through within tradition, not a break away from it.

To ensure that innovation does not break from tradition presupposes
a holistic view of priestly life and formation. It is to ensure that the priest’s
intellectual formation does not separate philosophy and theology as if the
orders of nature and of grace (the natural and the supernatural) are to be sep-
arated. Being Catholic and a philosopher, a person of faith, and a person of
intelligence—these are not contradictions. There is wisdom in the conciliar
counsel to take Saint Thomas as teacher not just because of his method or
content but, most importantly, because of his life, which exemplified an ad-
mirable combination of ardent pursuit of both holiness and intelligence.31

The priest is to be formed as a man of faith. But faith, contrary to what
many think, is an intelligent act. The Catholic priest must be a man of faith
who never trivializes the tedious task of tidy thinking. A priest can and must be
a philosopher, that is, of the mode that Aquinas described in his reflection on
the office of the wise man.32 It is his duty to be at the service of God’s people,
who are searching for the universal source of things and the meaning of life. In
this regard, good philosophy is presented as an indispensable instrument of
doing good theology. In order not to separate faith and reason, the priest
endeavors not to separate philosophy and theology. Such a separation would
impede the possibility of a comprehensive understanding of the human per-
son, of the person and office of the priest himself, of the world, and of the
centrality of the mystery of Christ.33 Good philosophy is needed to respond to
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the challenge of secularism in the north and to the challenge of sacralism and
superstition in the south. The Second Vatican Council anticipated this need
when it outlined the teaching method of philosophy: ‘‘The teaching method
adopted should stimulate in the students a love of rigorous investigation, ob-
servation and demonstration of the truth, as well as an honest recognition of
the limits of human knowledge. Careful attention should be paid to the con-
nection between philosophy and the real problems of life, as well as to the
questions which engage the minds of the students. The students themselves
should be helped to perceive the connection between philosophical arguments
and the mysteries of salvation which are considered in theology in the higher
light of faith’’ (OT 15).

The priest must learn to be able to encounter people who, broadly speak-
ing, pose two types of questions in matters of faith: those that seek to debunk
faith as nonsensical and those that seek to understand faith. Good philosophy
relates with faith not by asking the first type of question but by asking the
second type. One who studies philosophy with the aim of placing it at the
service of intelligentia fidei may subject faith to analysis, and that is contrary to
what some cynics and even well-intentioned believers think. Philosophy is un-
derstood here not as the pursuit of fables and inventions of the zeitgeist but as
the pursuit of wisdom. Philosophy is never too much because it is never too
much to desire wisdom.

The priest’s desire for wisdom, like that of any human, must be relentless.
Karl Rahner described Aquinas as a man whose theology was his spirituality
and whose spirituality was his theology. Taking my cue from this statement,
I maintain that philosophy, when understood the way Aquinas described it in
Summa contra gentiles, in a symbiosis of theology and spirituality, enables the
priest to see Christ as the Wisdom of God, who is to be constantly desired.
Captivated (or rather, captured) by this desire for the wisdom of God, the priest
is able to speak about the wisdom he seeks. Today’s priest must assume the
office of the wise person who seeks to understand the mystery of Christ (for
this is where true wisdom lies) and to explain that mystery to the people of
God, who are entrusted to his care through the language of his lips and of his
priestly life.

Aquinas’s life, method, and doctrine portray him as a wise man who used
philosophy to understand divine revelation and then employed both philoso-
phy and divine revelation to understand the human condition. This enabled
him to see the distinction—not a separation—between nature and grace. Grace
sublates but does not suppress nature. Nowadays, with the collapse of Aqui-
nas’s wise distinction between the natural and the supernatural, the effect is
the flight of the awareness of the nature, necessity, and availability of grace.
Gone, too, is the possibility of a positive education for celibacy—something
integral to Vatican II’s program of priestly formation—in which a positive
appreciation of marriage and of sex in marriage goes hand in hand with a
positive appreciation of celibacy. However, where celibacy is denigrated and
sexual pleasure is presented as indispensable and readily available, the crisis of
both celibacy and marriage expresses the crisis of commitment and fidelity.
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Where the power of grace to sublate nature is forgotten, there is no recourse to
grace. Where there is no recourse to grace, it becomes a comfortable option to
see fidelity as impossible, dispensable, and disposable.

Aquinas’s use of philosophy and divine revelation to understand the hu-
man condition is reflected in what the council teaches on the sources, purpose,
and method of teaching theology. The sources of good theology listed in article
16 of Optatam totius cannot be ignored without jeopardizing priestly life and
ministry: biblical themes, Church fathers (of both the East and the West), later
history of dogma in relation to the general history of the Church, Saint Thomas
as teacher, the liturgy, and the whole life of the Church. The article makes a
clear statement of the purpose and method of teaching theology, which con-
verge to make theology the nourishment of spiritual life and a preparation for
the priest to face real-life situations:

Theological subjects should be taught in the light of faith, under the
guidance of the Magisterium of the Church, in such a way that stu-
dents will draw pure Catholic teaching from Divine Revelation, will
enter deeply into its meaning, make it the nourishment of their spir-
itual life, and learn to proclaim, explain, and defend it in their priestly
ministry. They should learn to seek the solution of human problems
in the light of Revelation, to apply its eternal truths to the changing
conditions of human affairs, and to express them in language which
people of the modern world will understand.34

Our age, like every other age, seeks wisdom. Yet, we must not overlook the
fact that the wisdom the priest seeks is different from that of the age, despite its
good intention. Long before Vatican II, John Newman had pointed out that the
goal of priestly formation is to train the future priest to deepen his desire for
the wisdom that is Christ and to learn the truth about Christ. A homily New-
man gave at the opening of Saint Bernard’s Seminary, near Birmingham, in
the United Kingdom, on October 2, 1873, somewhat anticipated Optatam to-
tius’s description of the seminary as locus for the formation of ‘‘true shep-
herd[s] of souls after the example of our Lord Jesus, teacher, priest and shep-
herd’’: ‘‘This handing down of the truth [about Christ] from generation to
generation is obviously the direct reason for the institution of seminaries for
the education of the clergy. . . .Catholic doctrine, Catholic morals, Catholic
worship and discipline, the Christian character, life, and conduct, all that is
necessary for being a good priest, they learn one and all from this religious
school, which is the appointed preparation for the ministerial offices.’’35

‘‘The special peril of the time before us is the spread of that plague of infidelity,
that the Apostles and our Lord Himself have predicted as the worst calamity of
the last times of the Church. And at least a shadow, a typical image of the last
times is coming over the world. I do not mean to presume to say that this is the
last time, but that it has had the evil prerogative of being like that more terrible
season, when it is said that the elect themselves will be in danger of falling
away.’’36 The recently uncovered cases of clerical sex abuse represent, in my
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opinion, a period of infidelity as bad as that described by Newman. He went on
to speak of the underlying philosophy of his time:

The elementary proposition of this new philosophy which is now so
threatening is this—that in all things wemust go by reason, in nothing
by faith, that things are known and are to be received so far as they can
be proved. Its advocates say, all other knowledge has proof—why
should religion be an exception?37

A seminary is the only true guarantee for the creation of the ecclesi-
astical spirit. And this is the primary and true weapon for meeting the
age, not controversy. . . .

In this ecclesiastical spirit, I will but mention a spirit of serious-
ness or recollection. We must gain the habit of feeling that we are in
God’s presence, that He sees what we are doing; and a liking that He
does so, a love of knowing it, a delight in the reflection, ‘‘Thou God
seest me.’’ A priest who feels this deeply will never misbehave himself
in mixed society. . . .

And next, most important in the same warfare, and here too you
will see how it is connected with a seminary, is a sound, accurate, com-
plete knowledge of Catholic theology.38

Newman’s words provide a good summary of what priestly formation ought to
be. It is the development of holiness and intelligence in competence.

Formation for Holiness and Intelligence in Competence

A priest must be a competent pastor. His competence is not just professional
but also moral. This, in my opinion, responds to the moral and human aspects
of formation that Pastores dabo vobis explicitly mentions. It includes respect for
the lay faithful and recognition of their charism in collaborative ministry
without abdicating sacerdotal responsibility.

While the art of dialogue and of being a good listener, as well as the
techniques of modern pedagogy, psychology, and sociology are necessary in
priestly formation, we must bear in mind that, according to article 19, for the
priest there is virtually no competence without holiness and intelligence.
Competence without holiness reduces him to a mere ecclesiastical bureaucrat
without pastoral solicitude or to a social activist who espouses and practices
detranscendentalized values. Holiness without competence makes him so-
cially irresponsible and insensitive to the needs of the least of Christ’s brothers
and sisters. Holiness and/or competence without intelligence—an intelligence
acquired when the intellect is cultivated in faith—makes him incapable of
internalizing and exposing the mystery of faith. These, in my opinion, can be
avoided when Optatam totius is studied and implemented by all those who are
directly or indirectly responsible for the formation of priests today. The situ-
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ation of the priesthood at this point in history testifies to the importance of this
implementation.

The recent scandal is a brutal reminder of the vital importance of priestly
holiness not just in matters of sexuality but also in the whole of the priest’s life.
For throughout his life, the priest is called to conform to the image of Christ.
Moreover, to require holiness, intelligence, and competence of the priest is to
ask him to be an outstanding person. The priest is to be a man who strives for
holiness. He does not become relevant because of what he does but because of
who he is. His holiness cannot be separated from his solid theological for-
mation. And that theological formation, according to Vatican II, is to be un-
dertaken with Saint Thomas as teacher. Its ingredients must be the available
intellectual tools of the time. For Aquinas, these were good philosophy, scrip-
ture, and patrology.

Today, apart from philosophy, one should also speak of the social sciences
(hitherto areas of philosophy but today separated from philosophy). The im-
portance of the Church fathers remains undeniable.39 The priest is minister of
a Church who is the authentic interpreter of divine revelation; hence, he is also
custodian and teacher of tradition. On the strength of this fact, he is a custo-
dian of Christian tradition and should be conversant with that tradition. He is
aided in this regard by familiarity with scripture and the Church fathers. This
familiarity with the Christian tradition and the culture of the place where he is
pastor must go hand in hand. In this manner this he will be able to demon-
strate his pastoral competence as one who sees inculturation as a two-way
street—evangelization of culture and inculturation of the Gospel. What I have
just said explains why, unlike Trent, Vatican II does not advocate priestly for-
mation in isolation from the trials and challenges of today’s culture.

Having lived and studied in North America, I write from my experience of
ecclesial life in that part of the world. I also draw from my experience of ec-
clesial life in Nigeria, where I was born and where I now live and work. With
this background I can say that the priest of today, in the older churches in
North America and Europe, must be ready to be a priest in a Western world of
secularism, religious indifference, or religious relativism that is often mistaken
for religious pluralism. In the young churches in Africa, he must be ready to be
a priest where a combination of superstition and poverty-induced pietism
motivate an aggressive evangelism of faith without reason. The theological
formation of the priest in the Western world must include a positive identifi-
cation with and an appreciation of all that is noble and pro-Christian even in
the militant secularism of our time.

In the same way, the theological development of the priest in Africa, in the
face of the growing challenge of Pentecostalism, must include a positive iden-
tification with and an appreciation of the noble and pro-Christian values of
African culture. Yet, wherever theology is pursued, the saying ‘‘all that glitters
is not gold’’ is true. Not every philosophical, cultural, or religious category can
assist in the task of priestly education. That is why inculturation is a two-way
street. A competent pastor uses the resources of the Christian tradition—and
in this respect he does not limit himself to the resources of philosophy or the
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social sciences—to address the existential questions that the men and women
of today’s culture struggle with on a daily basis.

Conclusion

I have argued in this chapter that there is continuity between the theology of
the priesthood at Trent and that of the priesthood at Vatican II. Councils do not
turn their backs on each other. What was implicit (by this I mean ‘‘silently
present’’) in the Tridentine theology of the priesthood—the threefold office of
Christ sacramentally represented in the life and ministry of the priest—is
made explicit at Vatican II in Presbyterorum ordinis and in Optatam totius. To
demonstrate that such is the case, I have presented Optatam totius as reflecting
this threefold office in its program of priestly formation. This explication or
amplification of an implicit Tridentine teaching warrants the affirmation of
continuity between Trent and Vatican II even as the defensive posture of
Trent’s program of priestly formation is replaced by the new and open ten-
dency of that of Vatican II. Because the Council of Trent based its theology of
the priesthood on the indissoluble relationship between the Eucharist and the
priesthood, the threefold office is an intrinsic component of that theology. By
so doing, the council prolonged the medieval theology of the priesthood. The
Eucharist is sacrifice of the New Covenant, whose celebration Christ made
possible by the institution of the sacramental priesthood. This sacramental
priesthood, which began with the Apostles, continues in the priests of today.40

Yet, even as it emphasized the indissociable link between the Eucharist
and the priesthood, the Council of Trent did not limit priests to celebrations of
the Eucharist. The priest is not just the ‘‘man of the Mass.’’ He must also
exercise the prophetic ministry in holiness through preaching. Consequently,
while preaching is recognized as the principal duty of bishops, the council did
not totally exclude priests from this office.41

I have also asserted here that the intention of Vatican II is to form priests
who are holy, intelligent, and competent. Each of these three qualities is
necessary, while none is of itself sufficient. I believe they correspond, respec-
tively, to the priestly, prophetic, and kingly office of Christ, whose sacramental
representation the priest is called to be. The development of the priest in
holiness, intelligence, and competence does not end in the seminary. It is a
lifelong project of both the priest and the Church. Regular organization of
retreats, seminars, and lectures, as well as a well-articulated policy of ongoing
education are needed to continue the work begun in the seminary so that the
priest will always be ready to face the challenges of his life and ministry. When
it comes to priestly formation, what begins in the seminary does not end there.
That is why the candidate must prepare not merely for ordination but also for
the priesthood itself.42

Faced with modernity in its Western expressions and the imperative of
openness to non-Western cultures, neither Catholic nor priestly identity must
be negotiated away. The impression ought not to be created that that was ever
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the intention of the Second Vatican Council. The Church can and must em-
brace the modern world without losing her identity. The priest derives his
identity from Christ through the Church. That is why, to use Newman’s words,
the goal of priestly formation as presented by Vatican II is to inculcate an
ecclesiastical spirit in those who will be priests, pastors, and prophets in the
world of our time. Since the program of development outlined by Optatam
totius reflects the munus triplex of Christ, I conclude that, consequent to this
Christological referent and to the ecclesiology of communion of the Second
Vatican Council, Optatam totius reflects the intention to form the priest to be
the servant of communion by being the sacrament of the redemptive presence
of Christ, who himself is primordial minister of communion. He is to be
formed to be both minister and representative of the Church, which is the
sacrament of communion in the world. Configured to Christ, the apostolic
identity of the priest is not to be compromised.

However, all that has been said thus far about priestly education would
amount to nothing but a pious wish if certain prerequisites were ignored. The
council recognized that the program of priestly formation it introduced re-
quires suitable seminary formators. Such superiors and professors can ‘‘cul-
tivate the closest harmony of spirit and action’’ with one another and with the
students: ‘‘The training of students depends not only on wise regulations but
also, and especially, on competent educators. Seminary superiors and profes-
sors should therefore be chosen from among the best and should be carefully
prepared in sound doctrine, suitable pastoral experience and special training in
spirituality and teaching methods’’ (OT 5). While the availability of suitable
formators is necessary for priestly formation, it is not sufficient. In other
words, it takes more than good formators to develop good priests. Suitable and
willing candidates are also required: ‘‘Each candidate should be subjected to
vigilant and careful enquiry, keeping in mind his age and development, con-
cerning his right intention and freedom of choice, his spiritual, moral and
intellectual fitness, adequate physical and psychic health, and possible he-
reditary traits. Account should also be taken of the candidate’s capacity for
undertaking the obligations of the priesthood and carrying out his pastoral
duties’’ (OT 6).

The council advised against compromising standards in the training of
priests. Not even a shortage of priests should be used as an excuse for ad-
mitting or ordaining unsuitable candidates. ‘‘Notwithstanding the regrettable
shortage of priests, due strictness should always be brought to bear on the
choice and testing of student[s]’’ (OT 6). The task of implementing Optatam
totius is the sacred responsibility of bishops, major superiors of clerical reli-
gious, rectors, and of all those involved in priestly formation whether as
teachers or candidates. It is indeed the sacred responsibility of the entire people
of God. For in matters of recruiting, formation, and discernment of suitability
for priestly life and ministry, the whole Church is called upon to live her
character as communion. This is clear in the rite of ordination. When the
bishop asks the one who presents the candidates, ‘‘Do you judge them to be
worthy?’’ he responds, ‘‘After inquiry among the people of God, and upon the

the decree on priestly formation 247



recommendation of those in charge of their training, I testify that they have
been found worthy.’’ Those words place a heavy responsibility upon those
charged with priestly formation. They will ultimately be called to account by
Our Lord Jesus Christ, who is, as the fathers of the Church and the great
scholars teach, both priest and victim.
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12

The Decree on the Appropriate

Renewal of Religious Life,

Perfectae Caritatis

M.PrudenceAllen,R.S.M., andM. JudithO’Brien,R.S.M.

The large number of perpetually professed women and men religious
who chose to leave religious life after the close of the Second Vatican
Council led many people to conclude that the council’s official teach-
ings were in discontinuity with previous magisterial teachings about
consecrated life. Yet, a careful study of magisterial documents does
not support this conclusion.1

Tracing the Church’s teaching on the essential characteristics of
religious life, we discovered a clear pattern of development that built
on previous magisterial foundations. The earliest papal writings con-
centrated on particular religious congregations or founders. Within
these texts were also articulated fundamental principles of religious
life. Later documents more directly stated general principles of reli-
gious life over the centuries, moving from a juridical approach, to its
interior personal dynamisms, to its rich ecclesial and spiritual di-
mensions.

Within this dynamic unfolding of the significance of religious life,
the apostolic constitution Lumen gentium (November 24, 1964) reor-
iented the focus of religious life from individual sanctification toward
the perfection of the Church. Lumen gentium dedicates chapter 6 to
religious life. While this brief chapter does not consider all of the
characteristics of religious life, it both encourages religious in the life
of holiness and describes the ecclesial purpose of this vocation: ‘‘Let
all, then, who have been called to the profession of the evangelical
counsels make every effort to persevere and make greater progress in
the vocation to which God has called them, for the richer purity of the
church and the greater glory of the one and undivided Trinity, which
in Christ and through Christ is the source and origin of all holiness.’’2



Perfectae caritatis, the Decree on the Renewal of Religious Life (October 25,
1965), offered a roadmap by which individual religious institutes could revi-
talize in communion with the Church.3 Perfectae caritatis also portrays the pur-
pose of religious life beyond a means of individual sanctification; progress
within the religious vocation enhances the holiness of the Church. Religious
life is a visible representation of the human life of Christ, who was chaste, poor,
and obedient. Addressing members of religious institutes, Lumen gentium (no.
44a) posits: ‘‘And this consecration will bemore perfect in asmuch as by firmer
and more stable bonds Christ is more clearly seen to be united to his bride the
church by an indissoluble bond.’’

The Second Vatican Council links a vibrant religious life and a dynamic
ecclesial life. Pope Pius XII, in 1947, had previously described the impact of
consecrated apostolic service in Provida Mater Ecclesiae: ‘‘We have only to look
at the glorious calendar of religious men and women through the ages to see
how a canonical religious life is closely interwoven with the holiness and
catholic apostolate of theChurch itself. The relationship is integral to theChurch
and to the religious orders and congregations, which by the grace of the life-
giving Spirit has grown gradually and steadily in deeper and firmer self-con-
sistency and unity and in wonderful variety of forms.’’4 While Pope Pius XII
used words such as ‘‘interwoven’’ or ‘‘integral’’ to relate the apostolic service of
religious life to the Church, by 1965 there was a clearer connection: Growth in
the religious life augments the sanctity of the Church.

To manifest the Church more completely, Perfectae caritatis (no. 2b) en-
couraged religious institutes to rediscover the founding charisms proper to
each religious institute: ‘‘It is to the church’s great advantage that each religious
foundation has its particular spirit and function. Each must, therefore, rever-
ence and embrace the genius and directives of its founder, its authentic tra-
ditions, the whole heritage, indeed, of the religious body.’’

With these powerful magisterial teachings about the significance of reli-
gious life for the Church, one question lingers: Why did so many religious men
and women chose to leave their form of consecrated life after the Second
Vatican Council? Along with offering evidence for the coherent unfolding of
religious life up to and including the council, we offer some suggestions about
how to approach this persistent question.

The methodology for this research drew from ten essential elements of
religious life, which were identified in 1983 by the Congregation for Religious
and Secular Institutes.5 We traced each of these elements from the twelfth
century in council documents,6 papal documents,7 and documents and decrees
of the Sacred Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes up to the
Second Vatican Council.8 Then we examined the constitutions and decrees of
the Second Vatican Council for the same characteristics of religious life.

Since the Second Vatican Council did not address all ten essential ele-
ments of religious life in depth, we selected the following three to provide the
central focus of our chapter: relation to the Church; consecration by public
vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience; and communion in community.9 This
methodology enables us to demonstrate that Perfectae caritatis is continuous
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with, and dynamically develops from, the foundation of previous Church
teachings on religious life.

Relation to the Church

How has the Church articulated the significance of religious life over the
centuries? Early pontifical writings reveal approval of religious orders and their
rules. They also addressed the relation of religious and bishops. Consider the
First Lateran Council in 1123, which consisted of nine hundred bishops and
abbots who met in Rome under Pope Callistus II. The council stated: ‘‘We
order by general decree, that monks be subject to their own bishops with all
humility, and show due obedience and devoted submission to them in all
things.’’10 In the Fourth Lateran Council, in 1215, canon 12 stipulated how
often chapters should be held and when visitations should occur. Furthermore,
other responsibilities were assumed, such as papal resolution of disputes,
which would demonstrate that religious orders were under the hierarchy’s
protection and sincere guidance. The council members also discussed the pro-
tection of monasteries from hostile laypersons and added that local ordinaries
should ‘‘take care to reform the monasteries under their jurisdiction.’’11

In Solet annuere (1226) Pope Honorius III declared: ‘‘The Apostolic See is
accustomed to grant the pious desires and to share her kind favor with the
upright desires of those petitioning her. Wherefore . . .We confirm by Our
apostolic authority your rule, approved by Our predecessor, Pope Innocent . . .
and We strengthen it with the patronage of this present writing. . . . I enjoin
the ministers by obedience, to seek from the lord pope one of the cardinals
of the Roman Church, who is to be the governor, protector, and corrector of
this fraternity.’’12

In 1312 Clement V in Exivi de paradiso resolved questions pertaining to
poverty for the Franciscan order. The congregation had appealed to the Church
for clarification of their vow of poverty. Pope Clement V responded in order
that the Friars Minor could live their rule ‘‘(all doubts having been driven away)
with full clarity of conscience.’’13He desired to offer further clarifications to the
consciences ‘‘which have not been entirely quieted’’ (no. 2).

Four hundred years hence, Pope Pius IX in his 1847 encyclicalUbi primum
strengthened a pastoral approach in order ‘‘to embrace your religious families
with fatherly love, giving them Our most zealous attention, support and pro-
tection, and planning and providing for their greater good and dignity.’’14 He
appealed to religious and secular clergy: ‘‘Now We earnestly hope that all who
are soldiers in the camp of the Lord honor God with one mind and one tongue
and strive to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace’’ (no. 10).

Pope Leo XIII’s 1900 letter, Au milieu des consolations, defended religious
congregations in France against animosity by civil government: ‘‘To strike at
the religious orders would be to deprive the Church of devoted cooperators:
at home where they are the necessary auxiliaries of the bishops and clergy in
the exercise of the sacred ministry and the function of Catholic teaching and
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preaching which the Church has the right and the duty of dispensing, and
which is demanded by the conscience of the faithful.’’15

This way of life was fostered, and religious orders were depicted as ‘‘de-
voted cooperators.’’While encouraged and honored by the Church, religious life
was perceived primarily as a private means of sanctification for its members.

Pius XII, whose 1947 apostolic constitution Provida Mater Ecclesia was
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, opened a new dynamism of pur-
pose beyond the protection and support of the individual religious and the
establishment of congregations: ‘‘This class, ‘religious,’ a state between the two
[(that is, sacred orders and laity)] and compatible with either, was created for no
other reason than that it is closely identified with the essential purpose of the
Church’’ (no. 9). Religious had an important and close effect upon the Church
and therefore were implicitly more than cooperators. Was this teaching of Pius
XII entirely new? For continuity with four hundred years of Church tradition
one could refer to Saint Thomas Aquinas: ‘‘The difference of states and duties
in the Church regards three things. In the first place it regards the perfection of
the Church. For even as in the order of natural things, perfection, which in God
is simple and uniform, is not to be found in the created universe except in a
multiform and manifold manner, so too, the fullness of grace, which is cen-
tered in Christ as head, flows forth to his members in various ways, for the
perfection of the body of the Church.’’16

The Second Vatican Council recognized that a revitalized religious life has
an effect on all persons in the Church. The apostolic constitution, Lumen
gentium summarized this orientation with the often-quoted words: ‘‘This state,
therefore, which is constituted by the profession of the evangelical counsels,
although it does not belong to the hierarchical structure of the church, does,
however, belong unquestionably to its life and holiness’’ (LG 44d).

Not only did the Second Vatican Council describe the significance of re-
ligious life for the Church but it also settled a long-standing tension regarding
this ‘‘way of perfection.’’ If it is the more perfect means, why are not all called to
this life? The answer lies in part in the mystery of vocation and the universal
call to holiness. In addition, while few are called to this form of religious
consecration, the entire Mystical Body of Christ is enriched in holiness, espe-
cially when religious institutes renew their institutes under the Holy Spirit’s
influence and the Church’s guidance. Perfectae caritatis resonates with the
transformed attentiveness to the effect of religious witness in the Church: ‘‘The
quality of their loving identification with Christ in a complete gift of self,
embracing the whole of life, is the measure of the richness of the church’s life
and the remarkable creativity of its mission’’ (PC 1c).

The straightforward statement of the ecclesial influence by religious
supports the universal call to holiness, depicted in chapter 5 of Lumen gentium,
which emphasizes that each state of life aids in the purification of the Church.
A reformulation of the significance of religious life provided the context for the
renewal of all religious institutes. The ecclesial importance of religious life
naturally produced an evolving description of the vows, as the following section
describes.
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Consecration by Public Vows

Perfectae caritatis describes the search for true charity or the perfection of
charity embraced by those in religious life. A religious vocation expresses
‘‘more perfectly the dedication already implicit in baptism’’ (PC 5a). Religious
profession is a ‘‘God-given vocation as primarily a call to practice the gospel
counsels’’ (ibid.). Lumen gentium affirms that it is a ‘‘divine gift which the
Church has received from its Lord and maintains always with the help of his
grace’’ (LG 43a). This form of life is of divine origin and a response to God’s
initiative.

The value of the vowed life is expressed in Lumen gentium (no. 13b): ‘‘Many
in the religious state, striving toward holiness by a stricter path, are a stimulus
to their fellow Christians by their example.’’ This stricter path is founded on the
distinction between a command, required of all the faithful, and a counsel,
required of religious. A command, stated as a restriction like ‘‘Thou shall not
steal,’’ necessitates the removal of anything contrary to charity. A counsel
necessitates the removal of anything that would hinder the acts of charity.17

Therefore, to refrain from violation of the commandments is just the begin-
ning ground to fulfill the counsels.

Beyond individual determination that pertains specifically to chastity,
poverty, and obedience, the counsels lead toward the sanctification of the whole
person. The profession of the evangelical counsels expresses the intention of
the person to act in charity, united with the prayers of the Church. Moreover,
the counsels foster or stimulate holiness within the Mystical Body of Christ.
Therefore, while leading toward union with God in heaven, religious institutes
make present to the world the eschatological vision of the Church. ‘‘The people
of God have here no abiding city; they seek rather one that is to come. There-
fore, the religious state, while giving its followers greater freedom from earthly
cares, also makes clearer to all believers the heavenly goods that are already
present in this world’’ (LG 44c).

Citing Saint Thomas and Saint Bonaventure in a footnote, Lumen gentium
(LG 44b) points out the duty of religious to seek the sanctity of God’s people:
‘‘By the charity to which they lead, the evangelical counsels in a special way
unite those who make profession of them with the church and its mystery.
Consequently, the spiritual life of these persons must be dedicated to the good
of the whole church.’’

Earlier ecclesiastical writings took a more juridic approach to the vows. In
1279 Pope Nicholas stated in Exiit qui seminat that the friars are bound by vow
‘‘to observe those things as evangelical counsels which are expressed in the rule
itself as precepts or prohibitions or under equipollent words.’’18 The law
stipulated particular things that ought or ought not to be done. In 1312 Pope
Clement V clarified these for the Friars Minor in the declaration Exivi de
paradiso: ‘‘Friars are not only obliged merely and absolutely to those three vows
ratified by the profession of their rule [namely, to live in obedience, in chas-
tity, and without property], but they are bound even to fulfill all those [other
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regulations], pertaining to the aforesaid three, which are proposed by the Rule
itself ’’ (no. 4).

In 1324 Pope John XXII in Quia quorundam reconfirmed previous papal
judgments concerning the vows.19 Even in these early documents, the pro-
fession of and perseverance in the three vows were fundamental. The Church
also recognized distinct characteristics of various religious orders encapsulated
in vows such as the vow of stability in the Benedictine tradition. In 1563 the
Council of Trent, in its twenty-fifth session, ‘‘On Regulars and Nuns,’’ ex-
panded papal pronouncements regarding vows for particular religious orders
to include all religious: ‘‘that all regulars both men and women should order
and arrange their lives according to the provision of the rule they profess; and
that above all they should faithfully observe what belongs to the perfection of
their profession, such as the vows of obedience, poverty and chastity, and any
other special [vows and] precepts particular to any rule or order which belong to
their essential nature.’’20 The essential link between the evangelical counsels
and the perfection of one’s state was well articulated by the Church four
hundred years before the Second Vatican Council.

In 1847 Pope Pius IX promulgated the encyclical Ubi primum, which was
addressed to the superiors of all men’s regular orders. He appealed to religious
‘‘to fulfill their vows’’ (no. 7). This document contains a magisterial appeal to
interior renewal and conversion of religious (no. 4), which suggests that some
deterioration may have begun. In 1900 in Au milieu des consolations, Pope Leo
XIII defended ‘‘the sublime evangelical counsels’’ (495) when the civil govern-
ment in France threatened them. Calling vows ‘‘sacred things and the sources
of the rarest virtue’’ (496), he identified their double purpose in elevating those
who take them to a higher degree of perfection and preparing them for ap-
ostolic work for broader society.

Conditae a Christo, an apostolic constitution promulgated by Pope Leo XIII
in 1900, recognized nonclerical active religious institutes.21 Until 1900, al-
though nonclerical active religious institutes were tolerated, ecclesiastical
pronouncements formally recognized solely the enclosed communities of men
and women religious, as well as active clerical religious institutes. The norms
following Conditae a Christo were promulgated by the Sacred Congregation for
Bishops and Regulars22 and provided that the superior accept religious vows
‘‘in the name of the institute.’’23 As religious institutes were perceived to be
personal means of sanctification approved by the Church, the relationship
between members and a religious superior was by agreement, perhaps even
contractual in nature. The members submitted to the authority of the superior
and the superior, in turn, received the members’ vows.

The 1917 Code of Canon Law described the authority of a nonclerical reli-
gious superior as dominative power (canon 501) over their subjects, which could
be likened to parental authority.24 The code distinguished the effects of solemn
and simple vows. Solemn vows, pronounced by enclosed religious, provided
that any acts to the contrary were invalid. Simple vows, pronounced by mem-
bers of active women’s religious congregations and by the extern members of
contemplative communities, bound less strictly. Acts contrary to the simple
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vows were unlawful or illicit but not invalid unless the constitutions expressly
stated to the contrary (canon 579). While each member of a religious institute
was bound to faithfully observe the vows, rules, and constitutions and to tend
toward the state of perfection (canon 593), simple vows retained a quality of
incompleteness. In fact, the profession of simple vows did not provide for a full
gift of self, as is apparent in the vow of poverty described below. Nevertheless,
in contrast to the norms following Conditae a Christo, canon 1308 introduced
the term ‘‘public vows,’’ in which the vows were accepted by the legitimate
superior ‘‘in the name of the Church’’ and signaled an evolving consciousness
of religious life’s ecclesial importance.

In 1964 Pope Paul VI, in Magno gaudio affecti, an address to the General
Chapters of Religious Orders and Congregations, reaffirmed the central place
of vows for religious: ‘‘Religious life . . .which receives its proper character
from profession of the evangelical vows, is a perfect way of living according to
the example and teaching of Jesus Christ. . . .The profession of the evangelical
vows is a super-addition to that consecration which is proper to bap-
tism. . . .The vows of religion must be held in the highest esteem, and the
greatest importance must be placed on their function and practice.’’25

This defense of vows illustrates the dramatic challenges that religious faced
during and after the Second Vatican Council. A controversy existed regarding
the taking of temporary vows, with the suggestion that, since vows should be
forever, these would be promises.26 The possibility of religious not taking vows
was not introduced by either Lumen gentium or Perfectae caritatis and in fact
runs counter to the expressed significance of vows:

Through the gospel counsels and their perfect practice, God calls
many, with many different graces, to dedicate themselves more es-
pecially to the Lord. They follow Christ. Chaste and poor (see Mt 8:20;
Lk 9:58), he redeemed humanity and made it holy by obedience, even
unto death on a cross (see Ph 2:8). Fired by that love with which the
holy Spirit fills their hearts (see Rom 5:5), they live ever more intensely
for Christ and the church, his body (see Col 1:24). The quality of their
loving identification with Christ in a complete gift of self, embracing
the whole of life, is the measure of the richness of the church’s life and
the remarkable creativity of its mission. (PC 1c)

Lumen gentium and Perfectae caritatis recognized a public vow as more than
simply a self-donation for individual sanctification; it includes a full self-of-
fering or holocaust within a divine vocation for the sake of the Church. The
phrase ‘‘embracing the whole of life’’ overcomes a prior understanding of sim-
ple vows that was incomplete or did not pertain to the full gift of the person.
Perfectae caritatis adds: ‘‘Active, apostolic charity is integral to the character of
such religious bodies; they perform their characteristic work of charity in the
name of the church which entrusts it to them’’ (PC 8).27

Ecclesiae Sanctae II, promulgated in 1966, stated norms for implementing
Perfectae caritatis and included the following sentence: ‘‘Experimentations in
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things against the general law, a matter to be done with prudence, will be
gladly permitted by the Holy See as opportunity warrants.’’28 In retrospect,
certain experiments undertaken by religious institutes changed, quickly or
within turmoil, the core way of living. This change reaped increasing unrest
among the members. The period from immediately after the the Second Va-
tican Council through the promulgation of the new Code (1983) demonstrates
the need of religious superiors, members of general chapters, and their advisers
to be properly educated in ecclesiology and the theology of religious life.29

After this discussion of the relation of vows to religious life in general, we
turn now to the history of each vow in ecclesial documents.

Vow of Chastity

Using the classic description of chastity as freeing one to dedicate oneself with
an undivided heart, in Perfectae caritatis this vow is immediately linked to
‘‘God’s service [servitio divino] and apostolic work’’ (PC 12a).

Earlier ecclesial writings on chastity dealt with difficulties by stating and
restating fundamental principles. For example, during the First Lateran
Council, canon 21 stated, ‘‘We absolutely forbid . . .monks to have concubines
or to contract marriages,’’ and canon 14 of the Fourth Lateran Council decreed
that clerics especially should ‘‘live chastely and virtuously.’’

In 1226 the bull of Pope Honorius III, Solet annuere, stated that ‘‘The Rule
of the Friars Minor is this, namely, to observe the Holy Gospel of Our Lord
Jesus Christ, by living in obedience without anything of our own, and in
chastity’’ (no. 1). Pope Clement V in 1312 (no. 4) and Pope John XXII in 1324
(no. 3) repeated this formula verbatim. Under the 1917 code, the distinction
between solemn and simple vows pertained to the vow of chastity. It inval-
idated an attempted marriage for one in solemn vows but pronounced a mar-
riage illicit but valid for one in simple vows.

In 1950 Pope Pius XII in Sponsa Christi expressed the Church’s ‘‘maternal
solicitude especially for those virgins who, choosing the better part, completely
abandoned the world and embraced in its fullness, in monasteries, perfect
Christian life, adding to the profession of virginity, strict poverty and total
obedience’’ (nos. 19–20).30 He noted as well that the Church protected their
lives by prudence and by laws of the most severe enclosure. At the same time,
there was a change in the sequence of the vows, with chastity or virginity now
given the primary place, followed by poverty and obedience.31

In 1951 Pope Pius XII, in Counsel to Teaching Sisters, expressed the im-
portance of the vow of chastity for members of active religious institutes:
‘‘Chastity and virginity (which imply also the inner renunciation of all sensual
affection) do not estrange souls from this world. They rather awaken and
develop the energies needed for wider and higher offices beyond the limits of
individual families.’’32 In 1964 Pope Paul VI, in his address On Religious Life,
demonstrated how the teachings of the Church have evolved from a protective
and perhaps pragmatic description of chastity to one more enhanced with
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theological content, yet consistent with prior descriptions: ‘‘Finally, religious
must preserve chastity as a treasured gem. Everyone knows that in the present
condition of human society the practice of perfect chastity is made difficult,
not only by a depraved moral atmosphere but also by a false teaching which
poisons souls by overemphasis on nature. An awareness of these facts should
impel religious to stir up their faith more energetically—that same faith
by which we believe the declarations of Christ when He proclaims the super-
natural value of chastity that is sought for the sake of the kingdom of
heaven.’’33

Religious are called to be inflamed with love for God and others and there-
fore to recall to ‘‘the minds of the faithful that wonderful marriage decreed by
God and which is to be fully revealed in the future age in which the Church
takes Christ as its only spouse’’ (PC 12a). Lumen gentium adds that the counsels
‘‘willingly undertaken in accordance with the personal vocation of each indi-
vidual, contribute not a little to the purification of heart and to spiritual free-
dom; they keep ablaze continuously the fervour of charity, and, as is confirmed
by the example of so many holy founders, are able to bring the Christian into
greater conformity with that kind of virginal and poor life which Christ the lord
chose for himself and which his virgin mother embraced’’ (LG 46b).

Implied within the depiction of chastity is the reminder that not only does
one promise God a sacrifice or an oblation of the entire self but also that vows
mold the consecrated individual in likeness to Christ. Public vows express for
all time both God’s love and the religious’s response of love for God: ‘‘Religious
chastity demonstrates to all Christian people an astonishing alliance, initiated
by God himself, to be completed in the world to come, when the church has
Christ alone for consort’’ (PC 12a).

Vow of Poverty

Again the earlier Church documents began with corrections, such as in 1170
in the Third Lateran Council, whose canon 10 provides, ‘‘Monks are not to be
received in a monastery for money nor are they allowed money of their own.’’34

The earliest papal documents on the rules of the Friars Minor emphasized the
meaning of their vow of poverty. Pope Honorious (1226) and Pope Clement V
(1312) used phrases such as ‘‘without anything of our own’’ and ‘‘without prop-
erty’’ and forbade alms boxes and inheritances. ‘‘Friars however can acquire
nothing for themselves in particular, or for their Order, even in common.’’35

Early magisterial documents focused almost entirely on the exact meaning
of the vow of poverty, specifically for Franciscan friars. Appealing to his pre-
decessors Pope Gregory IX and others, Pope Nicholas III, in Exiit qui seminat,
wrote, ‘‘This [poverty] ought to be observed not only individually but also in
common’’ (no. 7). Making a distinction between ius domini and usus facti, Pope
Nicholas specified guidelines for the use of books, clothing, other moveable
goods, and money. The guidelines also pertain to association with benefactors,
contents of last testaments, and the requirement of labor (nos. 8–16). Pope
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John XXII continued to shed light on the significance of this vow for the Friars
Minor and reasserted previous papal teachings about poverty (no. 4).

In 1563 the Council of Trent qualified that the strict Franciscan poverty
was appropriate for other kinds of religious: ‘‘No regular, therefore, whether
man or woman, may possess or keep immovable or movable goods of whatever
value or however acquired. . . .Superiors may, however, permit them the use of
movable goods to a degree that befits the lowly state of poverty they have
professed, and while there should be nothing superfluous in this, nor should
anything necessary be denied them’’ (Twenty-fifth Session, Decree on Regulars
and Nuns, II, Tanner, I, 775–77).

In 1679 Pope Innocent XI again addressed the practical aspects of their
vow of poverty for Friars Minor in Sollicitudo pastorali, where he stated that the
observation of the rule and the manner in which poverty was to be expressed
was an obligation of conscience for each member.36 In 1900 Pope Leo XIII
defended in Au milieu des consolations the meaning of religious poverty in a
context of civil unrest in France: ‘‘There is no need to give any more impor-
tance to the other reproach that is made against the congregations, of being too
rich. Even if we admit that the value set upon their property is not exaggerated
there is no contesting that they are in honorable and legal possession, and
consequently to despoil them would be an attack upon the rights of property. It
is, moreover, necessary to remark that they possess nothing for their personal
interest or for the good of their individual members, but for works of religion,
charity, and beneficence’’ (I, 8–9, AAS 33: 361).

Under the 1917 Code of Canon Law, those in solemn vows would have no
capacity to own unless their constitutions stated otherwise (canon 580), al-
though those who professed simple vows would keep the ownership of prop-
erty (usus domini) but cede administration to another (canon 569). The right to
receive additional property would be retained; only after death could a religious
in simple vows give away this property. In effect, this meant that sisters in
active religious institutes could not renounce ownership of goods. Should the
sister later leave the institute, she would recover complete control of her
property (canon 580) and of her dowry (canon 551). Therefore, there was a
hypothetical quality of poverty for those in simple vows; in fact, they had access
to none of their own property, but they could reobtain full access if they chose
to leave the religious community.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Church began to unfold the
significant interior dynamism of the vow of poverty by comparing it with the
material poverty of the poor in the world. In 1926 Pope Pius XI elaborated an
interior spirituality of poverty in his encyclical on Saint Francis of Assisi, Rite
expiatis, within the historical context of Marxism and the Russian Revolution of
1917. Pope Pius XI compassionately depicted forced poverty: ‘‘Sad indeed was
the fate of common people, while between lords and vassals, between the
greater and the lesser, as they were called, between the owners of land and the
peasants existed relations in every sense of the word foreign to the spirit of
humanity. . . .Those who did not belong to that most unfortunate class of
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human beings, the proletariat, allowed themselves to be overcome by egotism
and greed for possessions and were driven by an insatiable desire for rich-
es. . . .They looked on poverty and the poor as something vile.’’37

In contrast to forced poverty, he referred to Saint Francis’s vow of poverty
in assisting in ‘‘the reformation of society’’ (no. 12) and springing from his
‘‘love of evangelical poverty [no. 13] . . .which consists in the voluntary renun-
ciation of every possession for reasons of love and through divine inspiration,
and which is quite the opposite of that forced and unlovable poverty preached
by some ancient philosophers’’ (no. 15).

Compassion for those who are impoverished links religious life to the
good of society. In 1964 Pope Paul VI exhorted in his address On Religious Life:
‘‘There must also be inculcated a love of poverty, about which there is a great
deal of discussion in the Church today. Religious must surpass all others by
their example of true evangelical poverty. Therefore, they must love that pov-
erty to which they have spontaneously committed themselves’’ (700). In ad-
dition to this analysis of the interior disposition of a religious with respect to
poverty, Pope Paul VI hints at the opposite reality, namely, that if poverty is not
practiced, something dies inside the religious. ‘‘Let religious of their own will
be content with the things that are needed for properly fulfilling their way of
life, shunning those little extras and luxuries which weaken the religious life’’
(ibid.).

Not only should the religious purify their lives, but the religious institutes
should also ‘‘avoid excessive ornamentation in their buildings and elaborate
functions, as well as anything else that savors of luxury, always bearing in mind
the social conditions of the people among whom they live’’ (ibid.). In this
context he also mentions the needs of the worldwide community.

Beginning with a classic description of poverty as an expression of the
following of Christ’s example, Perfectae caritatis adds the deeper obligation that
members be poor in fact and in spirit (PC 13a). In the context of poverty,
members were enjoined to banish or expel all undue solicitude and trust
themselves to the provident care of God the Father (PC 13b). Thus, there is an
interior surrendering of oneself and the additional opportunity to change
constitutions to permit members to renounce inheritances (PC 13d). This
marks a change from the prohibition in the 1917 Code of Canon Law of the
alienation of inheritances by those who professed simple vows and in conti-
nuity with the Church’s growing awareness of evangelical poverty, in which a
religious renounces personal ownership of all goods.

Vow of Obedience

Concern for the good of each monk was the basis of canon 12 of the Fourth
Lateran Council (1215): ‘‘For just as we wish the rights of superiors to be upheld
so we do not wish to support wrongs done to subjects’’ (Tanner, 241). In the
bull of 1226 Pope Honorius III referred to obedience twice. His second
mention amplified its meaning for Franciscan friars: ‘‘Having truly finished
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the year of probation, let them be received to obedience, promising to observe
always this very life and rule. And in no manner will it be licit to them to leave
this [form of] religious life, according to the command of the lord pope, since
according to the Holy Gospel, ‘no one putting hand to the plow and turning
back is fit for the Kingdom of God’ ’’ (ch. 2).

In 1312 Clement V summoned the Friars Minor ‘‘to observe the Holy
Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ by living in obedience’’ (no. 4). Then, in 1563
the Council of Trent in session 25 reaffirmed for regulars and nuns ‘‘that they
should faithfully observe whatsoever belongs to the perfection of their pro-
fessions, such as the vows of obedience’’ (ch. 1).

The 1917 Code of Canon Law described the authority of a nonclerical reli-
gious superior as dominative power (c. 501). There was no further magisterial
discussion of the vow of obedience until Pope Pius XII, who, in Sponsa Christi
(1950), advised hermits and monastic nuns (cenobites) to ‘‘strengthen their
state . . . by a most strict obedience.’’38 In 1951 Pope Pius XII told teaching
sisters that for apostolic work ‘‘your religious vocation is a powerful ally . . .
[through] the vow, not only of chastity, but especially that of obedience . . .
always supposing, of course, that you live up to your vocation’’ (256).

Up to and during the Second Vatican Council some religious communities
experienced either a too broad assertion of dominative power or a too weak
conformist living of obedience instead of the sought-for mature and grace-
filled imitation of Jesus’ obedience to the will of his Father. As a result, during
the renewal the council called for, some of these religious dismissed authority
altogether in their confusing of accidental with essential.39 Some religious
communities even began to question whether any or all of the vows should
remain in religious life. Other religious understood that the vows are essential
to religious life, but they considered magisterial teachings in the context of
merely one opinion alongside others. Our consideration of Church teaching
emphasizes both their fundamental place in religious life and developments in
their meaning.

During this same time frame one of the factors that pertained to a de-
veloping crisis in living out religious obedience involved the promotion of
degree-granting programs for sisters in the United States. In 1949 more than
forty states were actively working to upgrade their teaching standards to fulfill
the requirements of the National Educational Association (NEA). The National
Catholic Education Association (NCEA) began to seriously consider how to do
the same for Catholic schools. Some religious institutes preferred to have their
members immediately obtain a four-year degree before teaching. However, the
majority of institutes inserted their members into teaching experience first and
then followed this with summer programs that led to a college degree, perhaps
over a twenty-year period.40

In 1951 the NCEA passed a resolution that a four-year degree program was
needed for both elementary and high-school teachers. In 1952 a survey of 255
women’s religious communities demonstrated that most did not provide ad-
equate education as preparation for their teaching sisters, according to NEA
standards for accreditation. In 1954 the Sister Formation Conference (SFC)
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was approved as a standing committee of the NCEA. While this committee had
a significant impact on religious communities, its directors were not major
superiors, so the lines of obedience began to blur and at times conflicted.

Some of the religious institutes could not afford the costs of higher edu-
cation for so many members,41 nor could they release their members for
education without cutting back radically on the number of schools they served.
In addition, major superiors were concerned about the impact this would have
on their own mentoring programs, on the institutes’ common life when uni-
versities were at a distance, and on the overall formation program. The SFC
had increasing influence on the governance of religious institutes even though
the major superiors did not direct the SFC. The SFC even fostered the edu-
cation of sisters in secular and ecumenical environments—a radically new
experience for many sisters.

In 1957 hints of difficulties in following the vow of obedience were more
pronounced in Pius XII’s address Sous la maternelle (The States of Perfec-
tion).42 Setting forth principles, he carefully wove a linkage between mis-
treatment by superiors and harmful acts by the members of religious insti-
tutes. For example:

Subjects will observe, furthermore, that religious discipline, which
prohibits them from arrogating to themselves what is invested in the
competency of superiors, and from undertaking on their own initia-
tive changes which they cannot attempt without the authorization of
their superiors. (The Pope Speaks, 2, 267)

The major superiors cannot decide it [the spirit of their community]
according to their taste or their impression, even in all good faith and
sincerity. . . .But where he is not the founder, he should have recourse
to the idea of the founder as it is expressed in the constitutions ap-
proved by the Church. It is not sufficient for him, then, to have a
subjective conviction, even one supported by an isolated passage from
the constitutions. (ibid., 268)

Pope Pius XII attempted to go to the roots of these struggles by addressing
the meaning of conscience, the evolution of the human personality, and the
role of sound education associated with the proper practice of the vow of
obedience. His aim was to overcome the charges of ‘‘hindering maturing
of . . . personality’’ and ‘‘feeling of sadness. He countered the argument that
dependence of religious on their superiors ‘‘is opposed to the supreme and
direct dominion of God over the conscience.’’43 Religious authority, described
in the past as analogous to the relationship of a parent to a child, was modified.
Pope Pius XII subtly directed the concept of vows beyond an individual con-
tract that the Church closely monitored and that the consecrated person could
withdraw even after perpetual vows. Then Pope Pius XII prepared the way for
the Church’s development of a balanced spirituality for complete sacrifice of
the will offered to God by all religious: ‘‘The superior can command only in the
name of the Lord and in virtue of the powers of his charge; and the subject

the decree on the appropriate renewal of religious life 263



should obey only through love of Christ and not for humanmotives of utility or
propriety, still less through pure compulsion. In this way, he will preserve, in
the most complete submission, the joyous eagerness of one who ratifies, by the
concrete acts of each day, the total gift of himself to his one and only Master’’
(The Pope Speaks, 2, 270).

On May 23, 1964, Pope Paul VI, in his address Magno gaudio affecti to the
General Chapters of Religious Orders, reasserted and strengthened Pius XII’s
teaching: ‘‘Accordingly, religious should cultivate obedience with the greatest
diligence. This is and must remain a holocaust of one’s own will which is
offered to God. A religious makes this sacrifice of self by humble submission to
lawful superiors, whose authority, of course, should always be exercised within
the limits of charity and with due respect for the dignity of the human person,
even though nowadays religious have to undertake many more burdensome
offices and carry out their duties more quickly and more willingly’’ (700).

The ‘‘holocaust of one’s own will’’ forecloses the concept of a partial self-
offering or contract between the consecrated religious and the superior. Per-
fectae caritatis describes a full and permanent surrender of one’s will as an ob-
lation to God in which members subject themselves to their superiors, who
hold the place of God: ‘‘Religious trust and court God’s will; they obey their
superiors, therefore, in humility and under the direction of constitutions and
rules. They surrender their minds and hearts, their gifts of nature and grace in
doing what they are told, in living a life under obedience. They realize the
exercise of obedience develops the body of Christ in accordance with God’s
plan’’ (no. 14b).

Members ‘‘entrust their lives to superiors, led by the Spirit to find God’s
authority in them’’ (no. 14a). Superiors are admonished to recall that their
exercise of office is to be responsive to God’s will in the spirit of service (no.
14c). This terminology defeats the concept of dominative power. This is not the
language of the family but an implicit recognition of the dignity and maturity
of the gift of obedience, which emulates the obedience of our Lord Jesus Christ
to the Father.

Communion in Community

‘‘Common life,’’ the living together of members with a religious superior in
prayer and fraternal life, provides the foundation for communion in com-
munity. In 1226 Pope Honorius wrote eloquently of common life in Solet
annuere: ‘‘And wherever the friars are and find themselves, let them mutually
show themselves to be members of the same household. And let them without
fear manifest to one another their own necessities, since, if a mother nourishes
and loves her own son according to the flesh, howmuchmore diligently should
he ought to love and nourish his own spiritual brother?’’ (ch. 6).

The Council of Trent supported common life for religious when it restated
the essential character of each rule or order: ‘‘Above all they should faithfully
observe what belongs to the perfection of their profession . . . and any other
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special precepts particular to any rule or order which belong to their essential
nature and to the preservation of common life, food, and clothing’’ (Tanner,
ch. 1, 776). The Council of Trent determined that ‘‘Those sent to study at
universities should live only in religious houses’’ (ibid., ch. 4, 777).

In 1679 living the common life became a prerequisite for being chosen as
a religious prelate or superior. Pope Innocent XI in Sollicitudo pastoralis con-
trasted the lifestyle of one who does not attend to life in common: ‘‘defective in
attending the community choir, refectory, and other places, as is prescribed in
his constitutions . . .who in all the aforementioned things does not follow the
common life’’ (2). These early descriptions of community life have a similar
thread: They express the benefit of an interdependence and instructed on the
worth of life among the members. Only with a full common life would the
vows, especially that of obedience, be fully effective, as compared to a hypo-
thetical or partial commitment by one who chooses a living situation based on
a variety of factors.

In 1901 Pope Leo XIII defended the common life of religious in Portugal
when he objected to ‘‘religious forcefully removed from their domiciles.’’44 In
1923 Pope Pius XI noted in Studiorum ducem the humility of Thomas Aquinas:
‘‘How submissively he obeyed a lay brother in the course of their communal
life.’’45 In 1947 Pope Pius XII mentioned in Fulgens radiator that ‘‘The com-
munity life of a Benedictine house tempered and softened the severities of the
solitary life . . . through prayer, work and application to sacred and profane
sciences, a blessed peace knows not idleness or sloth.’’46 In 1950 Pope Pius XII
in Sponsa Christi summarized the early years of Christianity for consecrated
virgins ‘‘united together in order to live a common life separate from the
company of men . . . [and thereby] avoided the grave dangers of corrupt Roman
society’’ (no. 17, our translation). He added that the Church required a com-
mon life of monastic nuns. While Pope Pius XII accented the safety or security
from danger that common life provided, it would be unwarranted to believe
that protection was the sole rationale for this way of life. Ecclesial writings
linked monastic life to fraternal support and peacefulness of life.

In Perfectae caritatis are these words: ‘‘Religious are members of one an-
other in Christ; they should vie with one another in ceding status’’ (no. 15a).
Superiors were requested to make it easier for members to subordinate their
wills by respect of their human dignity. Superiors are ‘‘to so lead their com-
munities that a vital, conscientious obedience creates partnership in initiating
and maintaining apostolic work’’ (PC 14c). Moreover, the decree states that
‘‘The quality of their loving identification with Christ in a complete gift of self,
embracing the whole of life, is the measure of the richness of the Church’s life
and the remarkable creativity of its mission’’ (PC 1c). The fervent expression of
religious life is acknowledged as a purifying element in the Church. The
Church also saw the example of ecclesial communion within religious life as
best depicted by one class rather than two separate classes such as choir sisters
and extern sisters in institutes of women (PC 15b).

The little that was directly said about common life during the Second
Vatican Council did not imply that the Church’s previous claims should be
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ignored or that living in common was accidental to religious life. Subsequent
documents verified the essential place of common life: Religious and Human
Promotion (1978) asked religious to become ‘‘experts in communion’’;47 Es-
sential Elements of the Church’s Teaching on Religious Life (1983) reasserted that
‘‘Religious should live in their own religious house, observing a common life’’
(II, no. 12); Fraternal Life in Community (1994) repeated the earlier call to
religious to become ‘‘experts in communion’’ and added a clear mandate to live
together in common;48 and Pope John Paul II’s postsynodal apostolic exhor-
tation Vita consecrata (1996) directly linked the call of religious to become a
living sign of communion with the teachings of Vatican II: ‘‘A great task also
belongs to the consecrated life in the light of the teaching about the Church as
communion, so strongly proposed by the Second Vatican Council. Consecrated
persons are asked to be true experts of communion and to practice the spiri-
tuality of communion.’’49

Conclusion

After considering the needs of the Universal Church and of particular dioceses,
each religious institute was to adapt apostolic works to the requirements of the
time and to abandon those works ‘‘less in accord with the present character and
genius of their foundation’’ (PC 20a). Perfectae caritatis provided specific sug-
gestions to religious institutes. The manner of living, praying, and working
were to be accommodated to modern physical and psychological circum-
stances, as required by the nature of each institute (PC 3), to the necessities of
the apostolate and other factors. By the time Perfectae caritatis was promul-
gated, substantial changes were already occurring in religious institutes, es-
pecially those dedicated to apostolic works of the Church.

What happened after the council? One cannot restrict the Church’s ar-
ticulation of the significance of religious life to 1965, but there was a noted
pause after Ecclesiae Sanctae II (1966), which was to guide religious commu-
nities during the time of trial and experimentation. Once begun, these ex-
periments became difficult to monitor and assess. The Sacred Congregation
for Religious and Secular Institutes, in anticipation of the promulgation of a
revised Code of Canon Law, issued a series of interim norms that were to assist
in the renewal. These norms addressed specific topics but could not capture
the massive alterations occurring throughout the world.

In many ways, the continuity of the Church’s teaching about religious life
can be seen within the context of the continuity of her understanding of the
human person. Nevertheless, religious life was unsettled at that time, and
massive numbers of departures took place. Could it be that the words of sta-
bility could not be heard by some of these persons? Yet, those who heard the
precious gift of stability in Church teaching about essentials renewed their
religious life with energy and joy and thereby fulfilled the deep call of Vatican
Council II.
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The Decree on the Apostolate

of the Laity, Apostolicam
Actuositatem

Robert W. Oliver, B.H.

The Decree on the Lay Apostolate presented unique challenges to the
conciliar fathers relative to the other documents of the Second Vatican
Council. The president of the initial commission on the lay apostolate,
Ferdinand Cardinal Cento, observed to the Central Preparatory Com-
mission that Vatican II would be the first ecumenical council to sys-
tematically consider the topics assigned to his commission. In contrast
to the ‘‘vast patrimony’’ available to the other commissions, the com-
mission on the laity faced a special task in developing proposals in
accord with the Church’s tradition, doctrine, and legislation.1

Pope John XXIII indicated his own awareness of these challenges
when he called this commission ‘‘the newest mark’’ of the council he
had summoned.2 The official name, Commissio de apostolatu laicorum
in omnibus quae ad actionem catholicam, religiosam atque socialem,
spectant (Commission on the Apostolate of the Laity in Everything
That Concerns Catholic Action, Religious and Social Action), indi-
cated the wide range of issues ultimately addressed in the conciliar
decree Apostolicam actuositatem.3 The titles of the decree’s six chapters
specified the main issues:

Introduction (Prooemium, no. 1)
Chapter 1. On the Vocation of the Laity to the Apostolate (De

vocatione laicorum ad apostolatum, nos. 2–4)
Chapter 2. On the Objectives to Be Pursued (De finibus

assequendis, nos. 5–8)
Chapter 3. On the Various Fields of the Apostolate (De variis

apostolatus campis, nos. 9–13)
Chapter 4. On the Various Forms of the Apostolate (De variis

apostolatus modis, nos. 15–22)



Chapter 5. On the Preservation of Due Order (De ordine servando, nos.
23–27)

Chapter 6. On Formation for the Apostolate (De formatione ad apostolatum,
nos. 28–32)

Exhortation (Adhortatio, no. 33)4

This chapter examines ways in which the council’s teaching on the lay
apostolate reflects the continuity of Vatican II with Church doctrine and leg-
islation, while developing areas that were not previously given detailed atten-
tion by the magisterium. The analysis follows the outline of the decree and be-
gins with the theological foundations presented in chapter 1 in order ‘‘to
intensify the apostolic activity of the people of God’’ (AA 1). The next section
expounds on the different ‘‘objectives,’’ ‘‘fields,’’ and ‘‘forms’’ of the lay apos-
tolate in chapters 2–4, all of which aim ‘‘to penetrate and to perfect the tem-
poral order with the Gospel’’ (AA 8). Particular attention is given to sections in
chapter 4 that illustrate in detail the council’s desire for continuity with prin-
ciples regarding associations of the faithful. Finally, the fifth and sixth chapters
of the decree address important and at times controversial issues for incor-
porating the lay apostolate into the ‘‘apostolate of the whole Church according
to a right system of relationships’’ (AA 23).

‘‘To Intensify the Apostolic Activity of the People of God,’’
Apostolicam Actuositatem, Articles 1–4

The introductory article indicates the purpose for which Apostolicam actuosi-
tatem was issued: the desire of the conciliar fathers ‘‘to intensify the apostolic
activity of the people of God.’’ The choice of the phrase ‘‘impensiorem reddere’’
was a clear signal that the council wished to affirm the apostolic activities in
which the laity were already at work, activities that Church authority has
praised and supported through the centuries. The opening lines of the decree
emphasize that ‘‘the Church can never be without the lay apostolate,’’ a par-
ticipation in the mission of the Church that is ‘‘proper to them and indispens-
able’’ in the Church’s mission. Sacred scripture shows this apostolate to have
been present ‘‘from the very beginning of the Church.’’5

The council’s desire to address the lay Christian faithful in a special decree
was due to a conviction that ‘‘our own times require of the laity no less zeal;
in fact, modern conditions demand that their apostolate be broadened and
intensified.’’ In continuity with the service of laypeople throughout the cen-
turies, the Holy Spirit’s ‘‘unmistakable work’’ in the contemporary Church
was again to fashion a laity ‘‘more conscious of their own responsibility’’ and
to inspire them ‘‘to serve Christ and the Church everywhere.’’6

In order to effectively intensify the apostolic activity of the laity, the fathers
proposed ‘‘to describe the nature, proper character, and diversity of the lay
apostolate, to set out its fundamental principles, and to give pastoral directives’’
(AA 1). The first chapter, ‘‘On the Vocation of the Laity to the Apostolate,’’
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established the first and foundational principle that ‘‘the apostolate of the laity
is derived from their Christian vocation.’’ Through baptism, the faithful are
united with Christ, the head, and with his body, the Church. This union is the
source of the lay vocation and affords laypeople a share in the mission of
salvation, which flows from the Father to the Son and is continued in the world
by the Holy Spirit (AA 1 and 3).

This theological point of departure was one of the important indicators of
the connection of Apostolicam actuositatem with the other conciliar documents,
especially the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. It was in sharp contrast to
thepredominantly apologeticmethodology of contemporary ecclesiology,which
most often began with the visible, ‘‘horizontal’’ dimensions of the Church’s life
and mission. In Lumen gentium, the council returned ecclesiology to a properly
theological, or ‘‘vertical,’’ point of departure. As does the constitution on the
Church, Apostolicam actuositatem presents the Church first as mystery, born of
the Trinity and moving toward the fullness of Trinitarian communion.7

This starting point was developed in response to the many conciliar in-
terventions that expressed a desire for improvements in the theological and
ecclesiological principles upon which the decree on the lay apostolate was to be
based, statements more in continuity with Church teaching on the vocation
and mission of the lay faithful.8 According to one commentator, the fathers
were especially concerned that the schema was ‘‘imprisoned in the limits and
by the conceptual difficulties of pre-conciliar thought on the so-called theology
of the laity.’’9 They preferred a broader perspective, one in line with previous
statements of the magisterium, such as Rerum novarum (1891) and the social
encyclicals of the twentieth century, together with the ecclesiology of Lumen
gentium.10

The opening sentences of Apostolicam actuositatem emphasize that each
member of the Church has an important role in building up the Church and in
the Church’s mission in the world. Because the baptized share fully in the
priestly, prophetic, and royal functions of Christ, the lay faithful are to strive to
sanctify the world from within, permeating each activity with the spirit of
Christ by the witness of their lives. In baptism the faithful ‘‘are assigned’’
(deputantur) to the apostolate by Christ himself.11 In confirmation, they receive
from the Holy Spirit special gifts of grace for witnessing to the Gospel, gifts
that are the inner force of their apostolate and the source of their ‘‘right and
duty’’ (ius et officium) to build up the Church and to participate in the Church’s
mission in the world. In the Eucharist, the Spirit consecrates the faithful to
offer the spiritual sacrifices of the royal priesthood and confers upon them the
gift of charity, the ‘‘true soul of the apostolate’’ (AA 3–4).

Many textual references emphasize that these theological, sacramental,
and ecclesial principles are rooted in scripture, tradition, and the magisterium.
They refer, for example, to Acts of the Apostles, where the lay faithful are active
in the Church’s first missionary efforts, by proclaiming the Lord Jesus ‘‘as far
as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch. . . .The hand of the Lord was with them and
a great number who believed turned to the Lord’’ (Acts 11:19–21). The writings
of Saint Paul are also cited, particularly references to his many ‘‘co-workers in
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Christ Jesus,’’ among whom Priscilla and Aquila are noted particularly for their
collaboration with the Apostle and their role in preparing him for his evan-
gelistic work.12

The foundation of these principles is also evident in magisterial teaching
on the sacrament of baptism. The Council of Florence affirmed, for instance,
that in baptism the faithful are fully incorporated into Christ and the Church.13

The Council of Trent added that this incorporation is the source of the faith-
ful’s participation in the common priesthood of Christ.14 During the discus-
sions on Apostolicam actuositatem, frequent mention was also made in the
conciliar aula to more recent acts of the papal magisterium, especially Pope
Pius XI, Quadregesimo anno (1931); Pius XII, Mystici corporis Christi (1943);
Pope John XXIII,Mater et magistra (1961); and Pacem in terris (1963); and Pope
Paul VI, Ecclesiam suam (1964).

The desire for authentic development in continuity with previous expres-
sions of ecclesial doctrine was underlined by the commission on the laity in its
responses to modi that expressed concerns with texts on the gifts of the Spirit
and on the laity’s participation in the priesthood of Christ. The commission
reminded the fathers on several occasions that the council had approved similar
statements in Lumen gentium and that the basis for the conciliar teaching on
the laity is the Church’s traditional teaching on the sacrament of baptism.15

The theological point of departure for the decree and the principles pre-
sented in the initial chapters constitute an effective foundation for an approach
that contrasted sharply with the notions that laypersons are primarily the
passive recipients of the governing and teaching power of the clergy and that
the clergy are solely responsible for the Church’s mission. Apostolicam actuo-
sitatem frequently repeats that the Church’s mission concerns each member of
the body and that no one of the baptized can remain passive. Using the im-
agery of Saint Paul and Pius XII’s encyclical letter Mystici corporis Christi, the
decree exhorts the laity that ‘‘as no part of a living body is merely passive but
each shares in the functions and the life of the body, so too in the body of
Christ, which is the Church’’ (AA 2). The decree presents this active role in the
context of the unity of the Church’s one mission: ‘‘In the Church there is a
diversity of service but oneness of mission.’’ It is Christ himself who instituted
diverse modes of participation in this mission by communicating to the
Apostles and their successors the authority to guide and direct the Church’s
mission. This diversity is subordinated to the unity of the mission of salvation,
which belongs to the Church as a whole: ‘‘The laity share in the priestly,
prophetic and kingly offices of Christ and therefore play their own part in the
mission of the whole people of God in the Church and in the world’’ (ibid.).

‘‘To Penetrate and Perfect the Temporal Order with the Spirit
of the Gospel,’’ Apostolicam Actuositatem, Articles 5–17

The following three chapters present the ‘‘objectives,’’ ‘‘fields,’’ and ‘‘forms’’ of
the lay apostolate. It is noteworthy that the way in which the drafts used the
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term ‘‘apostolate’’ was the subject of long discussions in the commission.
Several members preferred to restrict the term to works directly aimed at evan-
gelization and the sanctification of human persons. Others preferred a wider
sense that included the Christian renewal of the temporal order together with
evangelization and sanctification. Some of the drafts referred to the more
restricted concept as the ‘‘direct apostolate,’’ while the more inclusive was
termed the ‘‘indirect apostolate.’’

The conciliar debates made clear the fathers’ desire to adopt the wider
meaning of the term ‘‘apostolate.’’16 Apostolicam actuositatem defines the apos-
tolate of the laity, therefore, as embracing not only works for the evangelization
and sanctification of the world but also efforts to penetrate the temporal order
with the spirit of the Gospel: ‘‘Christ’s work of redemption, while of itself
directed to the salvation of human beings, also embraces the renewal of the
whole temporal order. Hence the mission of the Church is not only to bring the
message and grace of Christ to men and women, but also to penetrate and
perfect the whole order of temporal things with the spirit of the Gospel.
Therefore laypeople, in carrying out this mission of the Church, exercise their
apostolate in the Church and in the world both in the spiritual and temporal
orders’’ (AA 5).

This definition was specifically chosen in light of the desired continuity
with Lumen gentium and the long history of lay service in the spreading of the
Gospel.17 Chapter 2 lists many of the ‘‘innumerable opportunities’’ that exist
for exercising the lay apostolate, beginning with the witness of a committed
Christian life and the proclamation of the Gospel of Christ. This section also
links Apostolicam actuositatem with the great social encyclicals of the papal
magisterium and with the witness of laypeople who have been beatified and
canonized for their life, apostolic work, and martyrdom. The Second Vatican
Council exhorts the laity to continue their efforts at evangelization and to
develop new forms of the apostolate, forms that address the issues posed by
their own time and place. Guided by the Gospel of Christ and the mind of the
Church, they are to act with full respect for the principles provided by the
Church’s pastors. These principles, enunciated over many centuries, show
the apostolate to include social action and works of charity because these works
are expressions of God’s love and thus part of the work of orienting the tem-
poral order to Christ (AA 6–8).

The third chapter lists many fields for the lay apostolate. The lay faithful
are called to be active in the Church and in the Church’s mission, particularly
through their own parishes and dioceses. They should ‘‘collaborate in every
apostolic and missionary initiative’’ sponsored by their own ecclesial family
and with a ‘‘truly apostolic mind’’ offer their skills to the Church. Specific areas
enumerated include the apostolate of married persons and families, young
people, everyday life, and the national and international orders (AA 9–14).

Chapter 4 combines the importance of the individual apostolate with long
sections on the apostolate in associations of the faithful, including Catholic
Action. The council’s emphasis in this section intentionally falls quite clearly
on the individual apostolate.Many conciliar fathers felt that toomuch emphasis
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was given to the organized apostolate in early drafts of the decree and that more
attention was needed on the call of every baptized member to be engaged in the
Church’s mission, even in places where they are unable to participate in associ-
ations. The decree highlights the individual apostolate as the origin and con-
dition of the whole lay apostolate and the call of the laity ‘‘always and every-
where’’ to the individual apostolate (AA 15–17, 22).18

Among the more significant aspects of these chapters is the recognition of
a diversity of means to exercise the apostolate, a mission that ultimately in-
cludes every effort of the Church to spread the kingdom of God in the world.
The diversity of means is subordinated to a unity of purpose, that of offering to
all people the good news of salvation. In emphasizing these aspects of Church
teaching on the lay apostolate, the council again places the action of Christ and
the Holy Spirit at the center of its vision for the Church’s vocation and mission.
The fathers also show that all aspects of the laity’s life and mission are ordered
to the communion that is offered to all humanity in and through the Church.

Again seen in the context of the then contemporary ecclesiology, these
texts mark a dramatic departure from a primarily juridical approach to the lay
apostolate. Participation in the Church’s mission was not presented as arising
from a juridical concession of power granted by ecclesiastical authority. Rather,
in the sacrament of baptism and their common human and ecclesial dignity all
of the faithful are summoned to participate actively in the communion and the
mission of the Church.19

‘‘To Participate in the Apostolate by Way of United Effort,’’
Apostolicam Actuositatem, Articles 18–22

The majority of attention in chapter 4 is given to associations of the faithful,
with special consideration of the Catholic Action movement. As in the first
chapter, this section begins with theological and ecclesiological foundations,
principally the notion that associations are in harmony with the nature shared
by all human beings and with the nature of the Church. Because human
beings are social by nature, associations provide men and women with com-
mon support, formation, and better organization of their apostolic work, ‘‘so
that much richer harvests can be expected from their activity than if they
worked as individuals.’’ They are an effective means through which people
unite their wills and energies to reach common goals. Associations are, more
profoundly, a response to the divine will for the Church because ‘‘God was
pleased to unite believers in Christ into one people of God and into one body,’’
and associations of the faithful are a true ‘‘sign of communion and the unity of
the Church in Christ’’ (AA 18).

The chapter presents associations in a quite positive tone and underscores
that they manifest the unity of the Church. Reflecting the council’s broad
definition of the lay apostolate, Apostolicam actuositatem presents a ‘‘great va-
riety’’ of different associations and missionary purposes within the Church.
Some serve the general apostolic purposes of the Church, while others pursue
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particular purposes, such as evangelization, Christian animation of the tem-
poral order, and works of mercy and charity (AA 18–19).20

Several texts in the remainder of the section were among the most debated
issues at the council, principally those on the right of the faithful to associate in
the Church and the relationship of associations to ecclesiastical authority.
Other matters included a perceived lack of an apostolic spirit in some associ-
ations, proper coordination of activities, the proper vigilance of ecclesiastical
authorities, and a criticism that valuable resources and energies were being
drained away from the Church and its apostolate. The debates on these topics
cannot be interpreted according to the familiar ‘‘traditional-progressive’’ her-
meneutic of Vatican II. More than a few fathers who usually identified with
one side or another were surprised to find themselves in quite different com-
pany on issues related to associations of the faithful. The commission on the
laity opposed even including the topic of associations in Apostolicam actuosi-
tatem. Ferdinand Klostermann, a member of the commission, observed that
the material on associations was eventually met with ‘‘resignation,’’ but that
the commission was pleased when most of it was later transferred to the
commission revising the 1917 code.21

To understand these issues adequately, we must read them in the context
of the continuity of Church doctrine and legislation on associations. The
Second Vatican Council, like many councils and synods before it, wrestled with
the complex issues encountered by bishops in ordering ecclesial rights within
the communion of the Church. Centuries-old discussions were reprised at
Vatican II, as the fathers sought to balance the legitimate freedoms of the
faithful in exercising their proper vocation with the proper role of ecclesial
authorities and their responsibility for the common good. A brief sketch of this
history exemplifies the continuity of Apostolicam actuositatem with earlier res-
olutions of these issues and points to several important developments in ec-
clesial doctrine and discipline.22

Since the earliest days of the Church, the faithful have formed associations
to respond to the needs of their fellow believers and to participate together in
the mission entrusted to the Church. The New Testament and many patristic
writings witness to the growth of associations in the early Church. The Apostle
Paul wrote, for example, of the establishment of an association in Corinth for
the collection of alms for poor churches (1 Cor 16:1). Prior to the fourth century,
associations were an important means for Christians to obtain certain legal
capacities in the Roman Empire because associations established for religious
purposes were exempt from the law that prohibited the formation of an as-
sociation without previous permission from civil authorities.23Members of the
Church were thus able to gain legal standing for efforts such as the burial
societies (e.g., the fossores and lecticarii) and societies for hospital workers (e.g.,
the parabalani).

The fourth through ninth centuries witnessed a great expansion of asso-
ciations of the faithful, first in the Near East and later in Western Europe.
Particularly important impulses for this expansion came from associations
connectedwithmonasteries, fraternities of prayer, and purgatorial associations.
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In the early centuries of the secondmillennium the mendicant religious orders
blazed a similar path by establishing numerous third orders and confraterni-
ties. Other associations encouraged devotion to the saints, especially the Bles-
sed Virgin Mary, service to the poor and the sick, care of widows and orphans,
visits to the imprisoned, and the repair of churches. Even associations formed
primarily for civil purposes, such as the professional guilds, frequently in-
cluded religious and pious works among their members’ official duties.24

The first instances of ecclesiastical legislation on associations were occa-
sioned by this rapid growth.25 The acts of many local councils and synods
presaged the debates at Vatican II, particularly issues like threats to ecclesi-
astical discipline and concerns that associations were draining valuable re-
sources and energies away from the Church and its apostolate.26 The Council
of Montpellier (1215) ruled, for example, that an ‘‘urgent necessity and evident
utility’’ must be manifested prior to establishing a new association and that
prior authorization be obtained from the diocesan bishop. Soon thereafter
Pope Gregory IX decreed that no association be established in the city of Rome
without the express permission of the Apostolic See.27

For the next several centuries canonists debated the free establishment of
associations by the faithful in the Church. The authoritative commentary of
Pope Innocent IV was among the first to affirm a right of the faithful to es-
tablish associations in the Church, a position soon adopted by the influential
canonists Hostiensis, Joannes Andreae, and Baldus de Ubaldis.28 Although
local legislation continued to place restrictions on the establishment of asso-
ciations, the Council of Trent chose simply to strengthen the bishops’ role of
vigilance over associations, especially the ability to enforce ecclesiastical dis-
cipline and visit all associations of the faithful.29

Acts of the magisterium following Trent continued to reflect the same
difficulties in resolving these questions, particularly in light of the issues bish-
ops encountered in local churches. Pope Clement VIII’s apostolic constitution
Quaecumque (1604) strengthened ecclesiastical oversight of associations and
extended the authority of local ordinaries over associations.30 Over the next
three centuries Roman dicasteries repeatedly invoked Quaecumque, especially
concerning issues such as the relationship of associations to parishes and
diocesan authorities.31

The first comprehensive treatment of associations in universal church law
was contained in the 1917 Codex iuris canonici. The long debate concerning the
right of association in the Church appeared to be settled by a canon that stated
that only associations erected or approved by the hierarchy were recognized as
existing in the Church. All associations were subject to the vigilance and ju-
risdiction of the local ordinary, even those erected by apostolic privilege, and an
ordinary had the right and duty to supervise all associations within his territory
unless an individual association had obtained a privilege to the contrary.32

The issue was complicated, however, only three years after the promul-
gation of the code. A response from the Congregation for the Council to a
question from the bishop of Corrientes (Argentina) concluded that ‘‘lay asso-
ciations’’ were not subject to the local ordinary in the same manner as ‘‘ec-
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clesiastical associations.’’ The canons of the 1917 code did not apply, therefore,
to such associations.33 This surprising statement was still cause for a spirited
debate at Vatican II on whether associations exist in the Church without an
explicit connection to ecclesiastical authority.34 This debate was further com-
plicated by the fact that several popes had officially recognized the right of
association in civil society.35

This history points to the significance of the texts prepared for Vatican II
on associations. In April 1962 a proposed decree, De fidelium associationibus,
clearly recognized a right of association in the Church: ‘‘It is proper to human
beings and a true natural right [verum ius natura]’’ to establish associations to
pursue specific ends in the Church. As the decree Apostolicam actuositatem
eventually did, the text distinguished between certain ends of the apostolate for
which the faithful could freely establish associations and ends that pertain
solely to associations that receive official approval from ecclesiastical authority.
Among the former purposes were the perfection of piety, the exercise of
Christian charity, and the fostering of social works. Among the reserved ends
were promoting public worship, teaching or expounding Christian doctrine,
and ‘‘other activities of this type.’’36

This early text and its subsequent development are indicative of the com-
plexity of interpreting the history of the Second Vatican Council.37 In contrast
to the current Church law in the 1917 Code of Canon Law, the preparatory
document on associations affirmed that the apostolic initiatives of the laity in
associations of the faithful belonged fully to the life and mission the Church.
Such an important theological and ecclesiological statement required much
discussion over the subsequent four years, as the fathers sought to express these
principles in continuity with the development of previous doctrine and legis-
lation concerning the laity.38

The effect of this history is quite evident in the section on associations in
Apostolicam actuositatem, which includes the following declaration: ‘‘If the
right relation with ecclesiastical authority is preserved, it is lawful for laypeople
to found and run associations and to join those that exist’’ (AA 19). This
statement is then followed by several principles that address issues raised in
this context by previous councils and by the fathers at Vatican II. The estab-
lishment of new associations should not cause, for instance, a dispersion of the
Church’s energies, especially by the undertaking of works of the apostolate
without sufficient reason. Existing associations should not be maintained if
they cease to have a useful purpose or employ out-of-date methods. Associa-
tions are not to be understood as an end in themselves, but in service to the
mission of the Church throughout the world. Their apostolic work must con-
form to the ends of the Church and evidence the Gospel spirit of each member
and of the association as a whole, for which reason the council gives ‘‘first
consideration’’ to associations that unite the faith and practical life of their
members (AA 19–22).

The council’s position on Catholic Action also demonstrates a prudent
balance of long-standing pastoral concerns. In the years leading up to Vatican
II, a large number of the debates on associations focused on Catholic Action,
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an apostolic movement of laypeople begun in the late nineteenth century.39

The distinctive feature of Catholic Action, according to Pope Pius XI (not
infrequently called ‘‘Il Papa dell’Azione Cattolica’’) was the collaboration of the
laity and the clergy in apostolic activities that properly belong to the hierar-
chy.40 In the years immediately preceding the council, however, many pastors
and theologians questioned whether this understanding sufficiently encom-
passed all works of the lay apostolate, andmany advocatedmodels that included
more initiative and greater autonomy. These differences were particularly ev-
ident at the World Congress on the Lay Apostolate in 1957, when then bishop
Léon Suenens opposed a ‘‘monopoly’’ exercised by Catholic Action over the lay
apostolate.41 Pope Pius XII, who was known as a supporter of Catholic Action,
spoke soon thereafter of a ‘‘regrettable and widespread uneasiness’’ concerning
Catholic Action.42

The resolution of these issues was one of the primary tasks entrusted to
the commissions developing the decree on the lay apostolate.43 In Apostolicam
actuositatem, the council clearly expresses its support for Catholic Action and
pointedly addresses these issues in an article dedicated entirely to this asso-
ciation, albeit within the same chapter as other forms of associations. The
council ‘‘earnestly commends’’ Catholic Action for responding to the needs of
the Church’s apostolate in many countries but leaves individual bishops free to
decide which type of associations corresponded best to the needs of their
dioceses (AA 20).44

‘‘To Be Incorporated into the Apostolate of the Whole Church
according to a Right System of Relationships,’’ Apostolicam
Actuositatem, Articles 23–33

Several other issues regarding the relationship of associations to ecclesiastical
authority were moved to a broader context in the reorganized fifth chapter, ‘‘On
the Preservation of Due Order’’ (De ordine servando). This chapter was com-
plemented in the final stages of drafting by a new sixth chapter on the for-
mation of the faithful for the apostolate.45

One of the significant contributions of Apostolicam actuositatem is the ex-
plication of different forms of the relationship between works of the lay
apostolate and ecclesiastical authority. Some forms are erected by the hierarchy
to meet pressing needs in the Church, others are commended by ecclesiastical
authority as especially appropriate to the particular needs of time and place,
and others are formed and directed by the faithful, of which many are praised
by ecclesial authorities as the best way for the Church to fulfill its mission in a
particular area (AA 21–24).46 The categories themselves were not as important
as the criteria the council used for distinguishing different forms of the
apostolate. In contrast to the 1917 Code of Canon Law, Vatican II did not base
these distinctions solely on the goals of the particular work of the apostolate,
but on the diverse forms of relationship between works of the apostolate and
the hierarchy. These relationships arise from the concrete objectives of those
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engaged in the apostolate and the manner in which the apostolate is organized
to achieve these ends.

It was particularly significant that the first form listed are apostolic ini-
tiatives in the Church ‘‘constituted by the free choice of laypeople and directed
by their prudent judgment.’’ In answer to many objections, the commission
explained that the terms freely ‘‘constituted’’ (constituuntur) and ‘‘directed’’
(reguntur) were purposefully chosen to indicate, on one hand, that initiatives of
the baptized belong fully to the Church and, on the other, that the hierarchy
has a role of vigilance for all works of the apostolate.47 Second are forms of the
apostolate that the hierarchy explicitly recognizes. A closer relationship is es-
tablished, thirdly, when ecclesiastical authority assumes responsibility for
apostolic initiatives directly concerned with spiritual ends and when these are
united with the apostolic functions of the hierarchy. Finally, some functions
that are closely connected with the pastoral office can be entrusted by the
hierarchy to laypeople, including teaching Christian doctrine, certain liturgical
actions, and the care of souls (AA 24).48

The importance of these criteria can again be understood best in the
context of continuity with previous doctrine and legislation on associations of
the faithful. The original drafts of these articles were developed in the context
of the relationship of associations with the hierarchy, as the commission strove
to articulate a balance between freedom to associate in the Church and the
hierarchy’s role of ordering all apostolic works to the common good. Their
location in chapter 5 of Apostolicam actuositatem extends the principles that
underlie this approach to all works of the apostolate.

The emphasis in the final chapter of the decree is onmaintaining the unity
of the Church and on fostering an apostolic spirit among the laity. As had earlier
Church councils and synods, the Second Vatican Council exhorts the faithful
to increase the spirit of unity within different forms of the apostolate and to be
open to cooperation with others. Ecclesiastical authorities, for their part, are
charged with developing means to coordinate the different forms of the
apostolate effectively, while respecting the distinctive character of each form.

Conclusion

The conciliar doctrine in Apostolicam actuositatem and its pastoral directives on
the lay apostolate have had much influence on subsequent acts of the magis-
terium, particularly Pope Paul’s Evangelii nuntiandi (1975), the revised codes of
canon law (1983 and 1990), and Pope John Paul II’s apostolic exhortation on
the lay vocation and mission, Christifideles laici (1988). The decree contributes
an understanding of the lay apostolate that rests firmly on the theological
foundation of the union of the baptized with Christ, the source from which all
apostolic activity flows. It offers many spiritual and practical principles for
balancing issues that have continued to arise in the exercise of the lay apos-
tolate, especially the organization, coordination, and relation to the hierarchy
of different forms of the apostolate.49
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The enduring contribution of Apostolicam actuositatem can be measured
best by the quality of the desired ‘‘intensification’’ of the lay faithful’s partici-
pation in the mission of the Church. The decades following the council have
witnessed great and sustained efforts among the laity for the building up of the
Church, especially through family life and the new forms of ‘‘lay ecclesial
ministry.’’ Following the 1987 Synod of Bishops on the Vocation and Mission
of Lay Faithful, Pope John Paul II affirmed that, ‘‘In looking over the years
following Vatican II the synod fathers have been able to verify how the Holy
Spirit continues to renew the youth of the Church and how he has inspired
new aspirations towards holiness and the participation of so many lay faithful’’
(Christifideles laici, no. 2).

Reading the Decree on the Lay Apostolate again, however, raises questions
as to whether the full breadth of the council’s understanding of the apostolate
has been embraced by all members of the Church—lay, consecrated, and
ordained. Vatican II’s description of a ‘‘diversity of service but oneness of
mission’’ (AA 2) points to a Church that is ‘‘missionary by nature’’ (Ad gentes 2).
The conciliar vision points decidedly outward, to sustained and creative efforts
for the evangelization and sanctification of the world and to efforts to penetrate
and perfect the temporal order with the spirit of the Gospel. In contrast to an
age-old temptation to focus primarily on intramural issues, Apostolicam ac-
tuositatem holds that all ministries and works of the apostolate are to be at the
service of the one mission entrusted to the Church by Christ. The Holy Spirit
imparts gifts to the laity for this mission in order that they fulfill their ‘‘special
part in the mission of the whole people of God’’ (AA 2). The full extent of this
mission summons the whole Church ‘‘to intensify’’ the apostolate and to per-
meate our world ‘‘with the spirit of the Gospel’’ (AA 1, 5).
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14

The Decree on the Church’s

Missionary Activity, Ad Gentes

Francis Cardinal George, O.M.I.

The Missionary Tradition

A great Catholic theologian of the twentieth century, Romano Guar-
dini, said of the Church, ‘‘She stands in history and by the power of the
Holy Spirit, she proclaims the Savior through her existence, her words
and her actions. She translates him into the language of our human
life, brings him into relation with its forces and structures.’’1 The
Church’s intentions and actions, therefore, are as original as those of
Jesus Christ.

The perfect word of the revelation of God in Christ contained in
scripture and the tradition that is its context is made present and
challenges every era in the Church’smission. The Church ‘‘lives by her
mission’’;2 ‘‘the history of the Church is the history of Christian mis-
sion.’’3 From that history, one learns what the Church understands her
mission to be; it is a story with many stages and shows an evolution in
the thought and practice of mission in and to the world.

The story begins with the event of Jesus Christ, which, culmi-
nating in Pentecost, is the response of the Triune God to the need of
human beings for salvation and for communion with God.4 From the
beginning there has been mission ad gentes. In no way did the original
community at Jerusalem ever settle into being a peaceful congregation
content to quietly enjoy the divine gifts given by Christ and await the
coming of the Lord. Peter’s sermon gave the missionary invitation ‘‘to
you and to your children and to all those far off, whomever the Lord
our God will call’’ (Acts 2:39). In that discourse he establishes the
Christian missionary tradition.

Even when addressed primarily to the Christian community, the
Gospels’ missionary intent is clear. All the preaching of the early



Church, aimed though it is at those within the Church, has the stamp of the
missionary commission of the risen Lord (Mt 28:18–20). There is a universal
orientation from the outset, a drive beyond Israel to the gentile peoples. Mis-
sionary activity occasioned one of the first great problems of the Christian
community. The call to the people of Israel was clear enough, but how was the
nascent Church to bring the Gospel to the gentiles? The ‘‘council of Jerusalem’’
was a decisive step in giving effect to the clearly universal missionary mandate
in Matthew, which was born of the conviction that ‘‘a new people of redemp-
tion had been constituted by the blood of Jesus.’’5

Paul became the theologian of missionary activity and, in Romans 10:14f,
gave mission its basis as a ‘‘sending.’’ He describes the role of the missionary
beautifully in a liturgical image as ‘‘performing the priestly service of the
Gospel of God so that the offering up of the gentiles may be acceptable, sanc-
tified by the Holy Spirit’’ (Rom 15:16). Paul set out with a holy urgency to carry
the Gospel of Christ, preaching it ‘‘from Jerusalem all the way around to
Illyricum’’ (Rom 15:19). The connection between the spread of the Church and
the preaching of the Apostles was revealed to them; they were to become co-
heirs in Christ of the same body and copastors of the promise (Eph 3:1–5). In
time, ‘‘all Israel will be saved’’ (Rom 11:26). The Church, by the nature of her
vocation as Christ’s redeemed community, is, under the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, always to be in mission.

Christ formed the Church with ‘‘a genuinely universal spirit which opened
the door of salvation to all equally.’’6 After having ‘‘addressed herself without
distinction to the whole people of Israel and recruited adherents from all circles
of that nation, the Church then disclosed herself to the world by bursting the
bounds of the old chosen people in an intrinsically inevitable and God-guided
process.’’7 The universal nature of the Church demands constant mission. This
ecclesial charge is an official function of the Church, a permanent task, ameans
by which God fulfills his salvific will for the human family.8

This mission has been shaped in practice by developments in the ecclesial
life and in the situation of the Christian communities.9 The great and inspiring
flowering of the apostolic and postapostolic era was followed by the Const-
antinian and post-Constantinian periods; the new relation of ruler and people
within the Church modified missionary activity. After the progressive Chris-
tianization of Europe and the Near East, the missionary impulse was in-
creasingly marked by the stability of the medieval synthesis and its Eurocentric
character. The next great movement in mission came with the Counter-
Reformation, which, in bringing about a far-reaching renewal in the Catholic
Church, revivified the thrust of missionary work.10 The Indian missiologist
Father Sebastian Karotemprel dates the modern age of mission from around
the sixteenth century (missionary activity of the Reformed churches began
somewhat later). Milestones for Catholic missionary concern were the foun-
dation in 1622 of the Roman Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith
with worldwide mission as its responsibility; early in the nineteenth century,
missiology emerged as a science and was made possible by the study of cultural
anthropology by the Society of the Divine Word, along with the Missionary
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Oblates of Mary Immaculate and with notable developments on the Protestant
side. Missiology can be described as ‘‘the systematic study of the evangelizing
activity of the Church and of the ways in which it is carried out.’’11

A German Divine Word priest, Dr. Josef Schmidlin, is often considered
the father of Catholic missiology and the founder of what is known as the
Münster School of missiology.12 He emphasized mission as the spreading of
the faith among non-Christians with a view to the conversion of individual
unbelievers; this was God’s will for mission. The emphasis was later strongly
criticized as presenting an incomplete idea of salvation; an integral under-
standing of salvation would promote mission by keeping together both the
transcendent nature of the Gospel message and the well-being of people and
the culture in which they live.

The other notable missiological approach was that of the Louvain School,
founded by Father Pierre Charles, S.J. Its basic thesis was that the planting of
the Church in each place is the concrete manifestation of God’s will. God wills
all to be saved, not just as individuals but also as members of the Church. Like
the Münster School, Louvain understood mission primarily as an activity
outside the country of the missionary that had as goal to establish the Church
with her necessary structures in a given territory. Gradually the territory would
cease to be considered missionary as the Church there became more self-
sufficient. Also, it proposed a model of adaptation by which the Church would
transform local cultures and inculturate the faith.

This Catholic debate on the meaning and scope of mission was made more
acute by the work of Protestant missiologists and by growing concern that
human development, inculturation, and the freedom of the human person
should be major concerns of mission. All of this conditioned the thinking of
the Second Vatican Council when it came to say that the Church by her nature
is missionary. The decree on mission, Ad gentes, became both a point of syn-
thesis and a launching pad for further debate. It has been described as the
beginning of ‘‘a new age of mission.’’13 Some words of Pope John Paul II,
though uttered in another context, give a good perspective from which to assess
what was happening: ‘‘It is not a question of altering the deposit of faith,
changing the meaning of dogma . . . or accommodating truth to the preference
of the particular age.’’14 The meaning of mission, understood in light of the
mystery of the Church, can be grasped only ‘‘by the adherence of all to the con-
tent of revealed faith in its entirety.’’15 In the Second Vatican Council, the
Church set out not to invent mission but to deepen fruitful understanding of it.

Ad Gentes: The Magna Carta of Mission

It was both the success, the enormous growth of Catholic missions, and the
pastoral and theological questions that this burgeoning of missionary activity
aroused that led Vatican II, after a certain hesitation, to make a substantial
statement on mission. The terrain had already been mapped out by the papal
magisterium in a series of documents issued by Popes Benedict XV, Pius XI,
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Pius XII, and John XXIII.16 By the 1960s the theological debate was in strong
ferment, and missionaries everywhere were raising new questions of a pastoral
nature. At first it had been suggested in the council that what other conciliar
documents such as Lumen gentium, the Constitution on the Church, might say
in passing about mission would be adequate. This idea finally aroused strong
reaction from both missionary bishops and many others from Europe. Gra-
dually various projects for a document were floated—at one point it was no
more than a series of propositions with a theological introduction—but a
common mind emerged on the need for a decree that would state the meaning
and necessity of mission.17

The Mission of the Church

Mission had already been acknowledged as integral to the life of the Church in
Lumen gentium.18 Numerous and clear voices from the council floor insisted
that more be said.19 It was declared that a decree should intensify, not lessen,
the importance of the Church’s missionary aim of preaching the Gospel to all;
it should be clearly stated that ‘‘the ordinary way to salvation is within the
Catholic Church.’’20 Strong council personalities, such as Cardinal König of
Vienna, supported this: ‘‘Without the grace of Christ, nobody can be saved, and
the visible Church constitutes in the world the sacrament of salvation for all.’’21

The decree, at the outset, describes the Church as ‘‘divinely sent to the
nations to be ‘the universal sacrament of salvation’ ’’22; missionary activity flows
immediately from the very nature of the Church. That divine commission is
then developed in what the decree says about the Church. The Constitution on
the Church (Lumen gentium) had spoken of mission in terms of sending the
entire people of God to convert the world. The decree made fuller use of the
images of the Church already mentioned in the constitution (16 and 17); it
speaks of the mystical body of the Word incarnate and of the one temple of the
Holy Spirit (AG 7). Evenmore important, by situatingmission in the plan of the
Father and the mission of the Son and the Holy Spirit,23 the decree put mission
in the theological context of the key ecclesiological image of the council.

The 1985 Extraordinary Synod of Bishops, in evaluating the significance of
Vatican II for the life of the Church, described ‘‘the ecclesiology of communion
as a central and fundamental idea in the documents of the council,’’ necessary
‘‘for the correct relation between unity and pluriformity in the Church.’’24 The
relationship of communion between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, which is
the eternal being of God, overflows in the love (AG 2) manifested in creation
and redemption to bring the Church into being as a created participation in
that divine communion. In God, communion is the interplay of processions or
‘‘sendings’’; in the Church, communion is a projection in time of God’s mis-
sion, whichmakesGod’s inner life present to theworld in a newway by drawing
all who will accept it to share in that communion.25

One might speak of an interplay of communion and mission in the very
being of God, which originates the ‘‘sending’’ that is the work of salvation. The
‘‘sending’’ in time of persons of the Trinity presupposes their eternal proces-
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sions and adds to God’s life a new historical mode of divine presence in the
created world: the Church in mission. Communion, then, is both the origin
and goal of mission. Themission of the Church is always ‘‘mission on behalf of
communion.’’26

The sending of Christ and the Spirit becomes, from age to age, the mission
of the Church.27 The joint mission of Son and Spirit is continued in the social
organism, which is at once the Son’s ecclesial body and the temple of the Spirit.
It is in this sense that the Church is a kind of sacrament, a sign and an in-
strument of the conjoined sending of Son and Spirit. In receiving the Spirit,
the Church comes to exist by announcing the work of the Son and testifying to
him so as to spread and instantiate everywhere the mystery of participation in
the Trinitarian life.

Mission, then, is to be understood theologically in light of the communion
that is the inner life of God and the necessary participation in the visible com-
munion which is the Church; the failure to take this truth and its consequences
seriously enough inevitably creates a crisis in missiology. Charles Cardinal
Journet and a number of other bishops in the council discussion insisted on
the necessity of the Church and her mission, ‘‘not simply for themelius essere’’
but for the ‘‘simpliciter esse of salvation.’’28 It is hard to see how a missiologist
can acknowledge that ‘‘the perfect communication and self giving that is God’s
very self is the Church’s deepest self ’’ and then go on to say that ‘‘the Church is
fully one, yet divided.’’29 The unique communion that is the life of God and is
thus the source of the Church in her spiritual and visible being requires that we
know her under not one but the many images presented in the Constitution on
the Church (LG 2). It is not possible after reading the constitution (LG 3) and
Ad gentes to claim, according to another missiologist, that one finds only ‘‘some
vestiges of the hierarchical understanding of the Church’’ in the ecclesiology
offered by Vatican II.30 The decree insists that mission, ‘‘proclaiming the faith
in salvation which comes from Christ,’’ is due to ‘‘the express command which
the order of bishops inherited from the apostles, an obligation in the discharge
of which they are assisted by priests and one which they share with the suc-
cessor of St. Peter, the supreme pastor of the Church, and also by reason of the
life which Christ infuses into his members’’ (AG 5).

If we understand the nature of the communion that is the being of the
Church, then we see a divine givenness and a wholeness that allow neither a
dialectical approach to her nature nor a downplaying of its visibility and tan-
gibility (1 Jn 1:1), which are integral to her being as mystical body of the
incarnate Word.

Jesus Christ, the Origin and Source of Mission

The decree describes the mission of the Church and its origin in the union of
Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit as willed by the eternal plan of God the Father
for the salvation of the world; it says that the Holy Trinity is the ultimate source
and foundation of the Church’s mission (AG 2), but ‘‘only starting with
Christology does the Trinitarian confession of faith become an imperative.’’31
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The Trinitarian foundation of the Church’s mission is linked necessarily with
Christ’s Paschal mystery. ‘‘We can only talk about the source of mission in the
Triune God because he has intervened in history through the death and res-
urrection of Jesus Christ to change the fate of the world.’’32

At the outset, Ad gentes talks of ‘‘Jesus Christ sent into the world as the true
mediator between God and the human family’’ in order to ‘‘snatch men from
the power of darkness and of Satan,’’ to ‘‘establish among men a relationship
of peace and communion with God,’’ to ‘‘make men sharers in the divine na-
ture,’’ and tomake known ‘‘the universal plan of God for salvation of mankind’’
(AG 3). The council’s Constitution on Divine Revelation adds to this: ‘‘God sent
his Son to dwell among men and tell them about the inner life of God’’ (DV 4).
Christ was sent to bring ‘‘the Divine Revelation by which God wished to man-
ifest and communicate both himself and the eternal decrees of his will con-
cerning the salvation of mankind’’ (DV 6).

Christ is our salvation. We are saved because the Son of God underwent
his passion and died on the cross. The decree points out the dimensions that
make up the Christian concept of salvation (AG 3). These are the Incarnation,
which is the principle of God’s salvific self-communication; the redemption,
which liberates humanity from the power of sin and death into the friendship
of God; and the deification, which raises human nature to a participation in the
divine life of the Trinity.33 This was indeed the council fathers’ vision when
they insisted that ‘‘God is fully glorified only when all men live consciously in
the faith of Christ. This is the goal of all missionary activity.’’34 ‘‘Our aim is not
to confirm each one in his own religion as does Moral Rearmament but to
preach the Gospel to every creature.’’35 A lay auditor from Africa added, ‘‘The
essential task is bringing Christ to the world and the world to Christ.’’36

Ad gentes is based on the clear conviction of the uniqueness and salvific
universality of Jesus Christ (DV 2). In Christ alone is the fullness of salvation;
outside Christ there is no salvation: ‘‘The words, works and entire historical
event of Jesus, while being limited as human realities, still have the divine
Person of the Incarnate Word as their source and therefore contain in them-
selves the definition and complete revelation of his saving ways and of the
divine mystery itself.’’37

In his Introduction to Christianity, first published very soon after the
council, Josef Cardinal Ratzinger outlined the ground for the Christian claim
to absoluteness that underlay the council’s commitment to mission: ‘‘Christian
faith says that in Christ the salvation of man is accomplished, that in him the
true future of mankind has irrevocably begun and thus, although remaining
future, is yet also perfect, a part of our present. . . .What has happened in
Christ remains simultaneously both end and beginning. Humanity cannot go
beyond him.’’38

‘‘The Person of Jesus Christ and his death and resurrection are decisive for
the salvation of all, whatever may be the way that salvation is mediated and
appropriated by different persons. There can be no Christian mission without
the proclamation of Jesus Christ.’’39 The event of Jesus Christ is universal and
normative for all. Confusion about Jesus Christ and the revelation he is and the
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salvation he brings can result only in confusion about mission. Even for the
worthy goal of dialogue with other faiths and cultures the Christian cannot
relativize or limit the nature of the revelation and the saving grace of Christ and
its necessity for salvation.

Ad gentes draws to our attention that ‘‘The fathers of the Church constantly
proclaim that what was not assumed by Christ was not healed’’ (AG 3). It is ‘‘in
manifesting Christ that the Church reveals to men their true salvation and
calling since Christ is the head and exemplar of that renewed humanity . . . to
which all men aspire’’ (AG 8). While acknowledging that the power of God to
save is without limit in whatever unsuspected or hidden ways that power works
or reaches out, the only salvation is that which is in Jesus Christ. The decree is
gentle but unequivocal:

‘‘For there is one God and one mediator between God and men,
himself a man, Jesus Christ, who gave himself as a ransom for all’’ (1
Tim 2:4–5), ‘‘neither is there salvation in any other’’ (Acts 4:12). Every-
one, therefore ought to be converted to Christ, who is known through
the preaching of the Church, and they ought, by baptism, to become
incorporated into him, and into the Church which is his body. Christ
himself explicitly affirmed the necessity of faith and baptism (cf. Mk
16:16; Jn 3:5), and thereby affirmed at the same time the necessity of
the Church. (AG 7)

Pope John Paul II liked to cite the Constitution on the Church in the
Modern World, which says that ‘‘the Holy Spirit offers to all the possibility of
being made partners, in a way known to God, in the paschal mystery’’ (GS 22);
yet it is always the Paschal mystery of Jesus Christ.

What has been called a ‘‘pluralistic Christology’’ finds little foundation in
Ad gentes.40 According to Ad gentes, ‘‘God decided to enter into the history of
mankind in a new and definitive manner by sending his own Son in human
flesh so that through him he might snatch men from the power of darkness
and of Satan (cf. Col 1:13; Acts 10:38) and in him reconcile the world to him-
self ’’ (AG 3). This is the foundational insight of an ‘‘exclusivist’’ Christology. At
the same time the decree is ‘‘inclusivist’’ to the extent that it acknowledges that
‘‘in ways known to himself God can lead those who, through no fault of their
own, are ignorant of the Gospel to that faith without which it is impossible to
please him’’ (AG 7). The salvation found by those who do not know Christ is, of
course, still that offered by Christ and no other.41

What Then Is Mission?

At a popular level the term ‘‘evangelization’’ appears to have almost replaced
mission. For a good many years the words ‘‘mission,’’ ‘‘evangelization,’’ and
‘‘witness’’ have been used almost synonymously. Ad gentes, however, took the
trouble to work out a defining description of mission that assumes consider-
able significance in the face of some attempts to eliminate both the word
‘‘mission’’ and the concept itself. The difficulty is compounded because the
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English language, in a postmodern situation, has suffered loss of meaning
when using particular words in an overextended sense that robs them of spe-
cific meaning. An example is the application of ‘‘mission’’ to God as in ‘‘missio
Dei,’’ understandable as a metaphor but not literally true.42 The decree uses
‘‘mission’’ and ‘‘evangelization’’ in particular meanings. It says that ‘‘ ‘Mission’
is the term usually given those particular undertakings by which the heralds of
the Gospel are sent by the Church and go forth into the whole world to carry
out the task of preaching and planting the Church among people and groups
who do not yet believe in Christ. . . .The special purpose of this missionary
activity is evangelization and the planting of the Church among those people
and groups where she has not yet taken root.’’ (AG 6).

Historically this is significant in its insistence on bringing together the
approaches of the Münster and Louvain schools of missiology. The separation
of evangelization and Church planting had been artificial, a battle of academics
that could only harm missionary vision. Now the debate has to go on holding
both concepts together and developing a synthesis in light of the theological
and ecclesiological bases for mission offered by Ad gentes.

Evangelization, which in the sense of the decree is an integral part of
mission, ‘‘is that activity through which, in obedience to Christ’s command
and moved by the grace and love of the Holy Spirit, the Church makes herself
fully present to all persons and peoples in order to lead them to faith, freedom
and the peace of Christ by the example of her life and teaching and also by the
sacraments and other means of grace’’ (AG 5). It is through evangelization that
Church implantation happens.43

In a Catholic understanding, ‘‘the proclamation of the Gospel and the
conversion of mankind necessarily lead to the administration of the sacra-
ments and the formation of a church. Conversely it would be utopian to found
a church before the faith has been proclaimed and visible success has been had
with conversions.’’44

Yves Cardinal Congar, who played a role in formulating the text of Ad
gentes, agrees: ‘‘The planting of the Church cannot be interpreted in a purely
juridical sense; it is the implanting of a people of God which derives its origin
first of all from the faith and thus from proclamation.’’45 There can be no op-
position between what the Church teaches and the Good News of the Gospel.
The two interpenetrate in the understanding of the Trinitarian communion,
which is the ground of the Church’s existence. Mission, given by God in Christ,
necessarily and fully includes both, thus excluding mere expansionism or
ecclesiocentricity.46

It is vital both in Catholic missiological discussion and in teaching the
faith to hold to the term ‘‘mission’’ as Ad gentes presents it. It does not seem
to foster theological clarity to say that the ‘‘Triune God is the primordial
missionary’’47—for who can ‘‘send’’ the Trinity? The danger is that when ev-
erything is mission, nothing is mission. Yet it is true that one of the key words
of the Gospels is ‘‘sending.’’ Jesus, the Son of God, is sent by the Father and in
turn sends out the Twelve. In this context one can say that ‘‘all the salvific
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activity of the Church has to do with being sent and sending; this is what Ad
gentes calls ‘missio Ecclesiae.’ ’’48

Since the beginning of the Church there has been mission ad gentes. The
decree quite clearly directs missionary activity to those who do not yet know
Christ. This means drawing individuals to the faith and enabling the Church to
become part of social and cultural conditions that Christianity has not yet
touched. Cardinal Journet had already anticipated the thrust of the decree
when he wrote the following: ‘‘The goal of missionary activity is, 1) in the night
of this world, everywhere the Church still exists only in potency or in initial,
hindered act, 2) to establish the Church in her complete act, 3) according to the
exigencies of Catholic charity, that is to say, under indigenous forms.’’49

Today some question the value of this kind of missionary activity and the
Church’s right to engage in it. They ask whether the goal of conversion is
appropriate and whether it is necessary for salvation. The decree had been clear
enough that one of the goals of missionary work is ‘‘that non-Christians, whose
heart is being opened by the Holy Spirit, coming to belief, may freely be con-
verted to the Lord.’’50

The decree raised but did not expand on a theme that has been much
debated since the council: human promotion and development. The Gospel is
to act as a leaven ‘‘in the interest of liberty and progress, a leaven with regard to
brotherhood, unity and peace’’ (AG 8). The decree aligns itself with the thrust
of the Constitution on the Church in the Modern World on the relationship
between Church and world, so that Christ may be known as ‘‘the hope of the
nations and their Savior’’ (AG 8). Postconciliar teaching encouraged Christians
to see efforts on behalf of justice and peace as a constitutive dimension of the
Gospel.51 In the decades following the council an emerging globalization of
economic, political, and cultural structures has often become the vehicle of a
powerful secular force with a diminished sense of God. In this atmosphere
some Catholics began to find it congenial to think of human development as
the primary goal of mission. The decree teaches, however, that ‘‘the Church
has a spiritual and transcendent mission which cannot be reduced to a so-
cioeconomic or political agenda.’’52

In face of distractions from the true nature of the Christian mission, Yves
Cardinal Congar insisted with Ad gentes 7 that the missionary activity of the
Church is ‘‘founded a) on the way in which God realizes concretely his will on
universal salvation; b) on the ontology of the Church, the mystical body of
Christ; c) on the attainment of the end foreseen by God for his creation.’’53

Congar notes that the council rejected any concept of mission as a ‘‘quest for
mere ‘melius vivere.’ . . .The Church is missionary in terms of the exigencies of
her very existence.’’54

The second sentence of Ad gentes is a quotation from Saint Augustine on
the missionary activity of the apostles, who, ‘‘following the footsteps of Christ
‘preached the word of truth and begot churches’ ’’ (AG 1). The Church’s mis-
sionary task is ‘‘to reveal and communicate the love of God to all men and to all
peoples’’ (AG 10). It is not enough, as some suggest, to limit one’s missionary
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service to promoting human development and helping people preserve their
own religious traditions. Confident proclamation of salvation in Christ flows
from the conviction that he truly holds the answers to the deepest human
longings.55 ‘‘Today, as always, proclamation of Jesus Christ cannot be sub-
stituted by purely temporal and human programs; the Gospel continues to be
the center of missionary activity.’’56

Proclamation and Dialogue

The council’s Declaration on the Church’s Relation to Non-Christian Religions
at the outset stated clearly that the Church ‘‘proclaims and is in duty bound to
proclaim without fail Christ who is the way, the truth and the life (Jn 14:6). In
him, in whom God reconciled all things to himself (2 Cor 5:18–19), men find
the fullness of their religious life’’ (NA 2).

‘‘The explicit proclamation of the person and message of Jesus Christ, or
at least the burning intention to do so, is what ultimately makes mission
mission . . .without the practice or intention of introducing others into a re-
lation with God through and in Jesus’’ mission does not exist.57 Proclamation
entails an invitation to commit oneself to Christ and to enter through baptism
into Christ’s Church. It takes various forms, but it always means introducing
a person to Christ, to his truth, and to his community of faith and grace and
awakening a response of acceptance.

Christ proclaimed the truth of what he had heard from and seen in the
Father. He commanded his followers to proclaim his Gospel. Proclamation is
at the heart of missionary activity, which is ‘‘nothing else than the manifes-
tation of God’s plan, its epiphany and realization in the world and in history,
that by which God, throughmission, clearly brings to its conclusion the history
of salvation’’ (AG 9).

Some want to reduce proclamation to witness of life and charity, to pro-
grams of human promotion, or to the substitution of a certain type of inter-
religious dialogue as a new form of mission. Here the temptation has been to
inflate dialogue to become a means of obtaining truth that is still beyond both
Christians and those of other faiths. Yet the truth of the mission of the Catholic
Church is that its priority is always proclamation, albeit done in a context of
respectful dialogue.58

Dialogue has various forms and levels. We have, for example, dialogue that
is mutual communication at a human level and dialogue that is an attitude of
friendship and respect, leavening missionary activity; more profoundly there is
the dialogue that, in the context of religious plurality, includes all positive and
constructive interreligious relations with individuals and communities of other
faiths and is directed at mutual understanding and enrichment.59

The Second Vatican Council took a new step in tracing the reciprocal
connection between dialogue and missionary activity: ‘‘In order to bear witness
to Christ fruitfully, Christians should establish relationships of respect and
love with those (of the great religions); they should acknowledge themselves as
members of the group in which they live and, through the various undertak-
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ings and affairs of human life, they should share in their social and cultural
life. They should be familiar with their national and religious traditions and
uncover with gladness and respect those seeds of the Word which lie hidden
among them’’ (AG 11).

Dialogue is now an inseparable part of the missionary task. It implies a new
way of relating to and taking account of those to whom the proclamation is
made and their situation. It means fostering reciprocal knowledge and under-
standing, including toward the religions of those who hear the proclamation of
the Gospel for the first time. The decree spells out this dialogical structure: ‘‘Just
as Christ penetrated to the hearts of men and, by a truly human dialogue, led
them to the divine light, so too his disciples, profoundly pervaded by the spirit
of Christ should know and converse with those among whom they live, that,
through sincere and patient dialogue, these menmight learn of the riches which
a generous God has distributed among the nations. They must at the same time
endeavor to illuminate those riches with the light of the Gospel, set them free
and bring them once more under the dominion of God the savior’’ (AG 11).

The decree recognizes, of course, that elements of truth and grace ‘‘can be
found to exist—through a secret presence of God, as it were—among the
peoples of the earth’’ and that something of good can be ‘‘found in the heart
and mind of man or in the particular rites and cultures of peoples’’ (AG 9).
Significantly, the decree, ‘‘when dealing with missionary work, mentions sol-
idarity with mankind, dialogue and collaboration, before speaking about wit-
ness and the preaching of the Gospel (AG 11–13).’’60 One cannot proclaim
Christ apart from human relationships, nor can one influence someone he
does not love.

The council’s Constitution on the Church raised the question of how those
who have not yet received the Gospel relate to the Church. It declared that
‘‘those who through no fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or
his Church but who, nevertheless, seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved
by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of
their conscience—these too may achieve eternal salvation. . . .Whatever good
or truth is found among them is considered by the Church to be a preparation
for the Gospel and given by him to enlighten all men that they may all at length
have life’’ (LG 16).

The constitution goes on, however, to insist that one cannot simply accept
this precarious situation as unchangeable. Lacking ‘‘the truth of God,’’ open to
human weakness and the wiles of the devil, even despite what is positive
in their own religions, ‘‘they are exposed to ultimate despair.’’ The Church is
obliged in her missions to bring the offer of Christ’s salvation. ‘‘The Church
is drawn by the Holy Spirit to do her part for the full realization of the plan
of God who has constituted Christ as the source of salvation for the whole
world’’ (LG 17).

The council truly fostered a new attitude toward the other world religions:
‘‘The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions.
She holds in sincere esteem those ways of life and conduct, those precepts and
doctrines which, though differing in many respects from what she herself
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holds and teaches, nevertheless often reflect a ray of that truth which enlightens
all men, yet she proclaims and is daily moved to proclaim unceasingly Christ
who is the way, the truth and the life (Jn 14:6). In him in whom God reconciles
all things to himself, men find fullness of life’’ (NA 2).

That teaching was developed when Pope Paul VI in the postsynodal ap-
ostolic exhortation, Evangelii nuntiandi, which enlarged on Ad gentes and spoke
of the other faiths as ‘‘natural religious expressions worthy of esteem.’’ How-
ever, he contrasted them with the religion of Christ, which ‘‘effectively estab-
lishes with God an authentic living relationship which the other religions do
not succeed in doing.’’61 ‘‘They are attempts, efforts, endeavors. They are arms
outstretched towards heaven, to which they seek to arrive; but they are not a
response to the act by which God has come to meet man. This act is Chris-
tianity, Catholic life.’’62

The Christian tradition of dialogue necessarily includes the possibility of
conversion to Christ. Christianmissionaries cannot set their belief on the same
level as that of the person to whom the proclamation or witness is made, even
while making the encounter in a spirit of dialogue and personal, mutual ac-
ceptance.63 Nor may a Christian missionary ask that dialogue partners bracket
their own faith in order to enter into conversation.

Within this understanding one can say that ‘‘proclaiming Christ must
always be done in a context of respectful dialogue; the permanent priority of
mission is proclamation in dialogue.’’64 Proclamation and dialogue are not two
equal entities; dialogue can be and needs to be a part of proclamation As one
who devoted much of his missionary life to dialogue has explained, ‘‘Procla-
mation presupposes and requires a dialogue method in order to respond to the
requirements of those to be evangelized and to enable them to interiorize the
message received.’’65 This might mean, for instance, as Ad gentes suggests,
‘‘fraternal dialogue with those who are working for peace to bring them into the
peace and light of the Gospel’’ (AG 12).

Paul Knitter, in his 1996 book, Jesus and the Other Names: Christian Mis-
sion and Global Responsibility, claims that ‘‘mission is dialogue,’’ thereby re-
ducing evangelization to dialogue and emptying the witness to one’s faith that
dialogue implies. ‘‘Proclamation as a distinct expression of evangelization is
thereby done away with.’’66 Knitter rejects a ‘‘Christology that insists that Jesus
is the only cause of and the unsurpassable criterion for the salvation to be
realized in the Kingdom.’’67

Father Jacques Dupuis, S.J., says well that ‘‘one may not, on the pretext of
honesty in dialogue bracket one’s faith, even temporarily against the expecta-
tion, as has been suggested, of eventually rediscovering the truth of that faith
through the dialogue itself. On the contrary, honesty and sincerity in dialogue
specifically require that the various partners enter and commit themselves to it,
in the integrity of their faith. Likewise the integrity of dialogue forbids any
compromise or reduction of faith.’’68

It is puzzling that Father Dupuis seems to draw back from ‘‘using the
terms ‘absolute’ and ‘absoluteness’ for Christianity as a historic religion’’69 and
that he espouses the possibility of a simultaneous ‘‘double belonging’’70 to
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Christianity and another faith since, in the end, this posits the incompleteness
of both.

Conversion

In the spirit that pervaded the council it was to be expected that anything that
resembled proselytism or infringement of religious liberty would be excluded;
it was natural, therefore, that a statement on mission would insist, as does Ad
gentes, that ‘‘the Church strictly forbids that anyone should be forced to accept
the faith or be induced or enticed by unworthy devices’’ (AG 13).

Yet the decree forthrightly uses the term ‘‘conversion.’’ In the preconciliar
missiological debate, one-sided interpretations had been given of both the
Münster School and the Louvain School. So there were those who created a
false opposition by insisting that the goal of mission was not conversion or the
salvation of souls or rebirth as the children of God but extension of the borders
of the visible Church in a work of expansion.71

Cardinal Journet had already made the point very clearly to the council: ‘‘It
is not to be said that the task of the missionary will not be to save souls.’’72 The
mission of the Church is, in the first place, addressed to peoples, not countries
and regions. ‘‘The Church is implanted in human beings; it is they who con-
stitute the Church.’’ The decree repeatedly designates as the object of mission
‘‘peoples, groups or individuals who do not yet know Christ, in whom the
Church has not yet taken root.’’73

The decree is clear that the goal of mission is preaching the Gospel and
assembling the people of God with a view to opening the hearts of those who
are not yet Christians so that by believing they might freely turn to the Lord
(AG 13). ‘‘This conversion is, indeed, only initial, sufficient however to make a
man realize that he has been snatched from sin and is being led into the
mystery of God’s love, who invites him to establish a personal relationship with
him in Christ.’’ This ‘‘involves a progressive change of outlook and morals
which should be manifested in its social implications’’ (AG 13). This is the pro-
gram of mission the Church has set out for herself with the decree and has
been striving to implement ever since.

Conversion, as Ad gentes describes it, is a first, fundamental, decisive
turning to Christ and to his Church. It is first of all the action of God, whose
grace brings a person to the faith and to conversion; the missionary is the
instrument of God’s purpose. This conversion has to be followed by a real
change in the life of the person freed from sin into a life marked by the liberty
of God’s children. God calls these individuals, who must then say ‘‘Yes’’ and
entrust themselves to Christ, who renews them in the depths of their being.
The mission is the occasion of the conversion.74 To seek to make converts is
not proselytism, since the faith is offered freely in order to offer union with
God, salvation in Jesus Christ, and participation in the blessings and tasks of
God’s kingdom—although it is also necessary that ‘‘the motives for conversion
should be examined’’ (AG 13). ‘‘The Christian faith is above all conversion to
Jesus Christ.’’75
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From Ferment to Crisis

Ad gentes gave the Church a charter of mission drawn from the living tradition
and missionary practice from the beginning, all now directed to the future
development of mission. The decree was the fruit of the ferment of questions
and ideas already present through the first part of the twentieth century;
though it provided material for solid solutions and healthy development, it
was to stimulate an even more intense discussion among the bishops of the
Church, missionaries, andmissiologists. This discussion, however, became no-
tably affected by the growing secularism of Western society and, to some de-
gree, elsewhere.76

In the Catholic Church, one outcome of confusing renewal with self-
secularization has been a diminished sense of the transcendent, a denial of
God’s direct agency; out of this has come a progressive loss of faith and Chris-
tian identity, resulting in a loss of mission itself.77 As a result, Christ and his
missionary mandate disappear from the Church’s life. Mistaken answers have
too often been given to real questions that arise from missionary experience.
Rejection of the colonization with which missions had historically gone hand
in hand; the cry for liberation from unjust and corrupt structures in the so-
cieties where missionaries have been working; the scandal of poverty in nu-
merous places; and the social and economic disparity between North and South
are all challenges that must be met in terms of the Church’s faith in Jesus
Christ.

Taken out of the context of faith, valid questions spawned ideologies that
destroyed mission, as missionaries and missiologists sometimes substituted a
radical commitment to the world for the commitment of faith. In trying to
rethink mission in the modern world, some opted to do so on the world’s terms
by emptying proclamation of its content and making missiology almost a
secular science. With that development went a rejection of Ad gentes in practice
and often in theory.

In this complex and trying situation, the 1974 Roman Synod of Bishops
took up the question of mission. The discussion was rather dispersed, but the
apostolic exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi (1975), which Pope Paul VI based on
the synod deliberations, was significant. Ad gentes had already said that ‘‘mis-
sionary activity is intimately bound up with human nature and its aspirations,’’
and it asserts that the Gospel calls us to be a leaven in the world in the interests
of liberty and progress, fraternity, unity, and peace (AG 8). Evangelii nuntiandi
enlarged the concept of mission by linking it now more closely to human
promotion and giving a summary of holistic mission theology. At the same
time it ruled out terms such as liberation, option for the poor, dialogue, and
inculturation as possible replacements for the concept of mission, although all
of these can be necessary parts of mission or consequences of it. The salvation
that the Church announces cannot be reduced to material well-being.78 The
proclamation of the Gospel is tied to people’s eternal salvation.79 Though the
teaching of Ad gentes and its insistence on mission in the specific and tradi-
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tional sense is integral to Evangelii nuntiandi, some in the missiological debate
have claimed Evangelii nuntiandi as justification for going in contrary directions.

It was left to Pope John Paul II to show a way that would be faithful to the
tradition and the teaching of Ad gentes and yet speak effectively to today’s
situation. He proposed ‘‘a thoroughly modern alternative reading of moder-
nity.’’80 It is a Christian account of modernity, ‘‘a unified understanding of the
human condition that begins in God’s revelation.’’81 This different way to be
modern is what Vatican II after all had set out to offer. In full fidelity to that
purpose, Ad gentes had read mission in the perspective of encounter with Jesus
Christ, a Christ-centered mission for the world that can exist only in and
through the Church. On that understanding, Pope John Paul II further elab-
orated the papal magisterium on mission in several notable documents.

The Encyclical Redemptoris Missio, 1990

Pope John Paul II wrote this encyclical letter to mark the twenty-fifth anni-
versary of Ad gentes. Its aim was to confirm the missionary fruits of the council
and also to examine the diminishment of the missionary impulse in the
Church. It is a doctrinal reaffirmation of the theological and spiritual foun-
dations of mission Ad gentes:

1. The truth grounded in the God of Jesus Christ meets the deep need of
the human spirit. ‘‘The search for the whole truth which is God reaches its goal
with the acceptance of the Gospel, the bearer of absolute truth.’’82 Each person
has a right to know the riches of the mystery of Christ.83 The Jesus of history,
who is the Christ of faith, is uniquely the fullness of God, the center and goal of
history in its absolute and universal significance.84 Some missiologists have
been saying that Christ’s revelation is limited and has to find its complement
in other religions because the truth of God could not be grasped and mani-
fested in its totality by any historical religion, even Christianity. ‘‘This is con-
trary to the faith of the Gospel.’’85

2. Jesus Christ is the only mediator and redeemer, the only foundation of
mission.86 Christ, the only mediator, has become not simply one mediator
amongmany in the world’s religions.87 Ad gentes admitted that ‘‘in ways known
to himself God can lead those who, through no fault of their own, are igno-
rant of the Gospel, to that faith without which it is impossible to please him’’
(AG 7). ‘‘Yet no one can enter into communion with God except through
Christ by the working of the Holy Spirit.’’88 Christ is present in the salvific
process of both Christians and non-Christians, and the call to conversion must
be addressed to non-Christians.

There are no parallel salvific mediations,89 nor can missionary service be
limited to human development and helping peoples preserve their own reli-
gious traditions.90 ‘‘Proclamation is the permanent priority of mission. The
Church cannot elude Christ’s explicit mandate nor deprive men and women of
the Good News of their being loved and saved by God. . . .All forms of mission
are directed to this proclamation.’’91
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3. The Church is central to mission; in some sectors of the missiological
debate there has been strong pressure to relativize the Church as though it
were provisional, simply an instrument to usher in the Kingdom of God and
then disappear. Redemptoris missio makes clear that a necessary relation exists
between Christ, his Kingdom, and the Church.92 Jesus taught that the King-
dom of God was present in himself and his ministry. ‘‘The Kingdom of God is
not a concept, a doctrine or a program subject to free interpretation but a
person with the name and face of Jesus of Nazareth, the image of the invisible
God.’’93 He inaugurated the Kingdom on earth, and the Church he founded is
the sacred sign and sacrament of that Kingdom.94 In her missionary work, she
carries out a service to the Kingdom.95 The Kingdom and the Church cannot be
separated. In the glorious consummation at the end of time, the Kingdom will
‘‘come’’ when ‘‘all the just from the time of Adam, ‘from Abel, the just one, to
the last of the elect’ will be gathered together with the Father in the universal
Church’’ (LG 2). While surely not excluding the action of Christ and the Spirit
outside the Church’s visible boundaries,96 ‘‘the Church is the ordinary means
of salvation and she alone possesses the fullness of the means of salvation.’’97

Forms of Kingdom-centered missiology that separate the Kingdom from
the Church and also from Christ, so that mission becomes ‘‘promoting the so-
called ‘values of the Kingdom’ (peace, justice, freedom, fraternity) as well as
dialogue between peoples, cultures and religions with the goal of mutual en-
richment’’ are misleading and inadequate.98 The mission of the Church is to
announce a Kingdom already present within her.99

4. The one salvation in Christ is brought about by the action of the Holy
Spirit. The encyclical acknowledges that ‘‘through dialogue the Church seeks
to uncover the ‘seeds of the Word,’ a ‘ray of that truth which enlightens all
men’; these are found in individuals and in the religious traditions of man-
kind.’’100 The Holy Spirit can move human hearts to conversion to Christ
beyond the visible Church, yet the Holy Spirit does not at all act as ‘‘an alter-
native to Christ.’’101 The same Spirit who was at work in the saving deeds of
Christ is at work in the Church, impelling her to proclaim Christ; this is the
Spirit who can implant and develop his gifts in all individuals and peoples.102

The absolute revelation of God is mediated to the human situation in Christ by
the power of the Holy Spirit.103 Therefore the activity of the Spirit ‘‘serves as a
preparation for the Gospel and can only be understood in reference to Christ
the Word who took flesh by the power of the Spirit. . . .Nor is the universal
activity of the Spirit to be separated from his particular activity within the body
of Christ which is the Church.’’104

5. In the missiological debate, weakening the term ‘‘mission’’ and the idea
of mission ad gentes has resulted in confusion in thought and practice. Yet the
Church in her magisterium and her pastoral strategy continues to uphold the
concept as given in the decree, Ad gentes.

Pope John Paul II in the encyclical Redemptoris missio defines mission and
its goal in light of the three concrete situations in which the Church carries out
her various activities: mission ad gentes; pastoral care; and new evangeliza-
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tion.105 There is the one mission of the Church,106 but these three activities of
it have to be safeguarded in their specificity. This is especially true of mission
ad gentes. ‘‘Care must be taken to avoid the risk of putting very different situ-
ations on the same level or of reducing or eliminating the Church’s mission
and missionaries ad gentes.’’107 ‘‘In the life of the Church mission ad gentes is at
the center, at the very heart of the Church’s missionary mandate.’’108 The truth
is that lack of missionary fervor may reveal a deeper problem, a crisis of faith in
Jesus Christ.109

Reflections and Orientation: Proclamation and Dialogue

A document on proclamation and dialogue by the Congregation for the
Evangelization of Peoples and the Pontifical Commission for Interreligious
Dialogue was published in 1991, shortly after Redemptoris missio. It takes its
stand on the themes of the encyclical and insists that ‘‘The permanent priority
of mission is proclamation in dialogue.’’110

Further light can be cast on the relation between dialogue and procla-
mation and the relation of other religions to the Church. Jesus sent his dis-
ciples to proclaim the Gospel; the Church’s work of proclamation continues
that of Jesus.111 ‘‘Christ is the Truth and the Way which the preaching of the
Gospel lays open to all men’’ (AG 8). The content of the proclamation is God’s
Word, which infinitely surpasses the inner hopes of the human heart,112which
is made to respond to truth.113

‘‘Interreligious dialogue and proclamation are both authentic elements of
the Church’s evangelizing mission.’’114 They are not however on the same
level, not interchangeable. To be genuine ‘‘interreligious dialogue on the part
of the Christian presupposes the desire to make Jesus Christ better known,
recognized and loved; proclaiming Jesus Christ is to be carried out in the
Gospel spirit of dialogue.’’115

The Declaration, Dominus Jesus

It all seems clear enough. Yet the crisis in mission and in interreligious dia-
logue occasioned another document, Dominus Jesus, which repeats what the
council had already said clearly in Ad gentes, namely, Christianity’s claim to
absolute validity.116 Jesus is the incarnate Word of God, not just ‘‘one of the
many faces the Logos has assumed.’’117 Jesus is ‘‘the exclusive, universal and
absolute source of salvation for the world, not simply one way to salvation
among many others.’’118

Jesus Christ is ‘‘the key, the center and the purpose’’ of the entire sweep of
human history.119 Unequivocally and in full fidelity to the teaching of Vatican
II in Ad gentes, Dominus Jesus excludes any idea that revelation in Jesus Christ is
‘‘limited, incomplete and imperfect’’ or that it needs to be complemented in
revelations found in other religions.120 This does not contradict the need
for dialogue among cultures in order to evangelize. If contacts made possible
in an era of globalization give birth to genuine dialogue among cultures and
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religions, new paths for evangelization and new ways of mission could open
up in the new global areopagus.121 Could that mean ‘‘an opportunity to do
Christian theology in a new way: through the careful study of the teachings
of other religious traditions’’?122 Such a possibility and any other outcome
could be helpful and needed, subject to discernment by and fidelity to the
Church’s missionary tradition embodied in Ad gentes and the subsequent
magisterium.

The primary service the Church can render to the world is to direct the
gaze of all toward Christ the redeemer, the center of the universe and of history,
in whom God’s love and mercy are fully revealed. This is the goal of mission in
all of its forms and the goal to which Ad gentes unwaveringly directs our gaze.

Mission, Today and Always

Since the decree Ad gentes, the Church’s Magisterium in the pontificates of
Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II has taken an evangelical turn. This
insistence on mission and evangelization, with its recurrent themes of in-
culturation and dialogue, on work for universal justice and charity is rooted in
the Second Vatican Council’s own purpose, expressed not just in Ad gentes but
in all its documents. The council was called to that the Church might be the
center and expression of the world’s unity. The Church’s purpose is to convert
the world to Jesus Christ in his body, the Church.

The teaching on mission has addressed the historical obstacles to mission
in the midst of economic and cultural globalization. The mission of the Church
is challenged anew by the abandonment of the faith on the part of historically
Christian people, and Pope John Paul II responded by calling for a new evan-
gelization to address this phenomenon. Finally, however, the greatest chal-
lenge to the Church’s mission is any reductionist interpretation of who Jesus
Christ is and what he has given his Church the command and authority to
carry out. A reductionist understanding of the Church’s missionary activity will
destroy motivation for mission and, eventually, weaken the Church’s internal
life. Spiritual gifts must be shared or they will be lost.

In Jesus’ own age, his contemporaries had great difficulty in coming to
terms with his uniqueness. They entertained many erroneous ideas about him,
all of them partial. Who Christ really is was revealed definitively in his res-
urrection from the dead, for only then does it become clear that Christ has a
right to call the world to conversion. Today as well, there are partial and there-
fore erroneous ideas about Jesus Christ. When the Church is tempted to re-
duce her faith to them, she risks losing her life and betraying the mission given
her by her Lord.

The originality of Jesus Christ marks the proclamation of the Gospel by
the Church. Often misunderstood and sometimes hated, neither triumpha-
listic nor co-opted, the Church makes her way through every age with an
original voice, that of the Savior of the world, her head and Lord. The way is
always a missionary path.
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The Decree on Ecumenism,

Unitatis Redintegratio

Charles Morerod, O.P.

Ecumenism before Vatican II

In order to grasp some understanding of Unitatis redintegratio’s con-
tinuity with tradition, one might of course consider how Church unity
has been understood for two millennia.1 That would be too broad for
our purpose. The ecumenical question is actually rather recent. First
of all, the consciousness of a somehow permanent division, after both
the Eastern schism of 1054 and the Reformation of the sixteenth
century, appeared only some time after the divisions themselves. Such
a consciousness was certainly clear by the end of the sixteenth century:
From then on to be a Christian has implied belonging to one partic-
ular denomination.

The meaning of the division was interpreted in different ways.
Some theologians tried to justify the situation. For instance, French
Reformed pastor Pierre Jurieu (1637–1713) affirmed that ‘‘The Catholic
and universal Church contains all the Christian Societies that keep the
fundamental truths.’’2 He rejected as ‘‘papist’’ the necessity of one
visible Church: ‘‘Once the minds will have entered that truth that the
Church is not enclosed within one communion only, one can be as-
sured that papism is lost. Because one will see that it is not true any
more that the Roman Church be that only communion and that out of
her there would be no salvation.’’3

The first council of the Vatican (1870) has a far less positive view
of the divisions: ‘‘Everybody knows that those heresies, condemned by
the fathers of Trent, which rejected the divine Magisterium of the
Church and allowed religious questions to be a matter for the judg-
ment of each individual, have gradually collapsed into a multiplicity of



sects, either at variance or in agreement with one another; and by this means a
good many people have had all faith in Christ destroyed.’’4

The 1917 Code of Canon Law considered its subject to be all baptized people
who were able to use their reason5—except for those who belonged to Eastern
Catholic churches;6 therefore, all members of other Christian denominations
were legally submitted to the Roman pontiff; since the 1983 Code of Canon Law
this has no longer been the case.7

The contemporary ecumenical movement began toward the end of the
nineteenth century and was stimulated by the contacts and concurrence in
missionary activities. As some similar initiatives were beginning among non-
Catholic Christians, Pope Leo XIII instituted a week of prayer for the unity
with the ‘‘dissident brethren’’ during the week before Pentecost.8 The first
ecumenical assemblies were not warmly appreciated by the popes of the time.
In 1928 Pius XI published his encyclical Mortalium animos, in which he crit-
icized ecumenical meetings (such as the Faith and Order Conference of Lau-
sanne, 1927) for ecclesiological reasons: ‘‘They understand a visible Church as
nothing else than a Federation, composed of various communities of Chris-
tians, even though they adhere to different doctrines, which may even be
incompatible one with another. Instead, Christ our Lord instituted his Church
as a perfect society, external of its nature and perceptible to the senses, which
should carry on in the future the work of the salvation of the human race,
under the leadership of one head, with an authority teaching by word of
mouth, and by the ministry of the sacraments.’’9

Even the non-Catholics who might recognize some role of the pope do it
for insufficient reasons, and therefore Catholics must stay away from these
ecumenical meetings:

Among them there indeed are some, though few, who grant to the
Roman Pontiff a primacy of honor or even a certain jurisdiction or
power, but this, however, they consider not to arise from the divine
law but from the consent of the faithful. . . .Meanwhile they affirm
that they would willingly treat with the Church of Rome, but on equal
terms, that is as equals with an equal: but even if they could so act, it
does not seem open to doubt that any pact into which they might enter
would not compel them to turn from those opinions which are still the
reason why they err and stray from the one fold of Christ. This being
so, it is clear that the Apostolic See cannot on any terms take part in
their assemblies, nor is it anyway [sic] lawful for Catholics either to
support or to work for such enterprises; for if they do so they will be
giving countenance to a false Christianity, quite alien to the oneChurch
of Christ. Shall We suffer, what would indeed be iniquitous, the truth,
and a truth divinely revealed, to be made a subject for compromise?10

In 1957 archbishop of Milan Giovanni Battista Montini—who would ap-
prove Unitatis redintegratio, article 7, years later as pope—said that ‘‘The
Catholic Church, obviously, cannot take part to such meetings . . . because she
has the divine certainty of being in truth, and therefore she cannot allow to
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herself the ambiguity of hundreds of persons who, while affirming different
things, profess to be, all for themselves, absolute possessors of truth.’’11 That
official approach to ecumenical meetings lasted more or less until Vatican II.
Still, a few aspects of a new attitude already appear before the council.

A 1949 Instruction of the Holy Office opened the door to limited partic-
ipation of Catholics in ecumenical meetings:

Ordinaries will need to employ altogether exceptional watchfulness
and control as regards mixed conventions and meetings held between
Catholics and non-Catholics, which in recent times have come into
vogue in many places to foster ‘‘reunion’’ in the Faith. If in truth these
offer a desirable occasion for spreading a knowledge of Catholic doc-
trine with which generally non-Catholics are not sufficiently conver-
sant, on the other hand they also readily conjure up no slight danger of
indifferentism to Catholics. Where some hopes of good results appear,
the Ordinary will be solicitous to secure their proper direction by
designating for them priests, who are best fitted for such gatherings
and show ability to expound and defend Catholic doctrine in a suitable
and competent manner. The faithful, however, shall not assist at such
assemblies without a special permission from the ecclesiastical au-
thority, which should be given only to those who are known to be well
instructed and firmly established in the Faith.12

Pope John XXIII will look at ecumenical meetings from a new perspective:

Wehave takennote that almost all thosewhoare adornedwith thename
of Christian even though separated from Us and from one another
have sought to forge bonds of unity by means of many congresses and
by establishing councils. This is evidence that they are moved by an
intense desire for unity of some kind.13

Pope John does not claim that the model of unity expressed in ecumenical
meetings (like those of the World Council of Churches) is sufficient, but he
looks first at what is good: They promote at least some kind of unity. From this
starting point it will become possible to act together for a fuller unity.

Ecumenism was one of the main focuses of Vatican II, and Pope John
XXIII inserted that dimension into the structure of the council. The Internet
site of the Vatican summarizes the historical data:

It was Pope John XXIII’s desire that the involvement of the Catholic
Church in the contemporary ecumenical movement be one of the
council’s chief concerns. Thus, on June 5, 1960, he established a
‘‘Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity’’ as one of the preparatory
commissions for the council, and appointed Augustin Cardinal Bea as
its first president. This was the first time that the Holy See had set up
an office to deal uniquely with ecumenical affairs.

At first, the main function of the secretariat was to invite the other
churches and world communions to send observers to the Second
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Vatican Council. Already, however, from the first session (1962), by a
decision of Pope John XXIII, it was placed on the same level as the
conciliar commissions. The secretariat thus prepared and presented to
the council the documents on ecumenism (Unitatis redintegratio), on
non-Christian religions (Nostra aetate), on religious liberty (Dignitatis
humanae) and, together with the doctrinal commission, the Dogmatic
Constitution on Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum).14

Archbishop Montini of Milan, the future Pope Paul VI, also perceived
ecumenism to be one of the council’s main tasks.15

Short History of Unitatis Redintegratio

The history of the Decree on Ecumenism has been well presented, together
with commentaries, in several valuable works published shortly after the coun-
cil.16 Here I briefly summarize these books. The first schema on ecumenism,
De Ecclesiae unitate, ‘‘Ut omnes unum sint,’’17 was prepared by the Secretariat
for Unity, together with the oriental and theological commissions, from Jan-
uary toMarch 1963.18 The theologians involved in drafting the text weremainly
Belgian, Dutch, and French. It was presented in May 1963, between the first
and the second sessions of the council, shortly before John XXIII’s death. After
the opening of the second session by Paul VI, the schema De oecumenismo was
discussed in November and December 1963.19 In January 1964 the pope met
Patriarch Athenagoras. Until the spring of 1964, what was to become an
independent Declaration on Religious Freedom was an appendix to the Decree
on Ecumenism.20 In September 1964 the council received the new version of
the schema favorably and suggested a few modi, which three subcommissions
considered.21 The additions were discussed in November 1964,22 and the final
text was approved on November 21, 1964, by 2,137 yes votes and 11 no votes.23

The Introduction of the Decree

In the first two drafts of the schema, the text spoke more generally about the
Church, thus beginning on a positive note in the usual style of Vatican II.
Some fathers suggested that such content was already to be found in the
schema De Ecclesia (Lumen gentium).24 A new article 1 was then added, which
dealt more specifically with the problem that had to be addressed.

Article 1, which introduces the whole decree, also explains its relation to
the council’s other texts. It says first that ‘‘The restoration of unity among all
Christians is one of the principal concerns of the second Vatican synod.’’ This
intention (expressed by John XXIII and Cardinal Montini before the beginning
of the council) was borne in mind by the fathers throughout the council, and its
importance reflects the fact that the purpose of the Church is to establish unity
between the whole of humanity and God (cf. the programmatic first articles of
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the constitutions Lumen gentium, Dei verbum, Sacrosanctum concilium, and
Gaudium et spes).

The decree gives three reasons for that desire for unity: ‘‘Such division is
clearly contrary to Christ’s will. It is a scandal to the world and damages the
sacred cause of preaching the gospel to every creature’’ because ‘‘many Chris-
tian communions claim to be the true inheritance of Jesus Christ’’ (this is one
of the few cases in which Christian denominations are called ‘‘commu-
nions,’’25 a practice that became common in ecumenical dialogues but is little
used in the decree,26 although John Paul II stated that it summarizes the
content of Vatican II27). Christ’s desire for unity and the necessity not to be
divided in preaching Christ were the basis of the ecumenical movement and
are still its center. The text of article 1 goes on to explain that such a purpose,
present among Christians of all denominations, can be achieved ‘‘with the help
of the grace of the holy Spirit’’ (Spiritus sancti fovente gratia). That desire for
unity, which belongs to the Christian faith, has been present ‘‘in recent times
more than before’’ (novissime . . . abundantius). The newness is part of a provi-
dential purpose developed in what Saint Irenaeus would call the ‘‘economy’’:
‘‘The Lord of the ages works out with patience and wisdom the plan of his grace
on our behalf, sinners though we are.’’ Continuity and newness have the
deepest common root, that is, the divine plan.

The ecumenical movement is carefully defined: ‘‘Participation in this
movement, called ‘ecumenical,’ entails invoking the triune God and confes-
sing Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, not merely as individuals, but also as
members of the corporate bodies in which they have heard the gospel.’’ Ecu-
menism is distinguished both from interreligious dialogue and from a dia-
logue limited to individuals (although of course the individual dimension is
also part of the divine plan; cf. no. 4). The text explains the meaning of ecu-
menism first of all to Catholics.

Chapter 1

Chapter 1 is not about ecumenism generally speaking but about ‘‘Catholic
principles on ecumenism.’’ For the reason also highlighted in Dei verbum,
articles 1 and 2—namely that God loves us and is Himself unity—state that
God wants our unity. That unity is the purpose of the work of Jesus Christ, who
gave his life for the Church and bestowed upon her the Holy Spirit, ‘‘who
brings about that wonderful communion of the faithful.’’ The sacraments—
above all the Eucharist and the one baptism—and the ministers of the Church
edify that unity obtained by Christ, who remains forever the ‘‘shepherd of our
souls.’’ Speaking about the ministries in the Church, the decree summarizes
what is more developed in Lumen gentium or Christus Dominus (Unitatis re-
dintegratio, article 2, mentions the Petrine ministry in relation to Christ, who
remains the cornerstone and shepherd; this is supported by a reference to
Vatican I). That unity, whose ‘‘model and source’’ is the Trinity, will be fully
achieved in ‘‘the homeland in heaven.’’
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Some divisions have existed in the Church from the beginning. The origin
of the present doctrinal and disciplinary divisions cannot be attributed only to
‘‘the others’’: all of us are sinners, and no sinner can feel innocent of the
divisions. Still, this is not a reason to accuse contemporary divided Christians
of committing by their very birth the sins of heresy or schism: ‘‘Those who are
now born into these communities and who are brought up in the faith of Christ
cannot be accused of the sin involved in the separation.’’ This important
statement expresses the traditional idea that only a voluntary and conscious act
can be a sin.

Having dealt with the responsibility for the divisions, the text explains the
present situation in terms of real but imperfect communion: ‘‘Those who
believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in some kind of communion
with the Catholic Church, even though this communion is imperfect.’’ This is
one of the key points of the decree, and a few months before the opening of
Vatican II, Cardinal Bea had described that question as one of the most im-
portant ones the future council would address.28 The basis of that imperfect
communion is both faith in Christ and baptism. All baptized people ‘‘are
members of Christ’s body,’’ which means of the Church (or of the communion
of the Church, at least imperfectly). The text does not say which kind of com-
munion would arise from a faith in Christ without baptism (as in the case of
Quakers or of people born into the Salvation Army), but the sacramental
element used in the distinction between Eastern and Western communities in
chapter 3 suggests that baptism establishes a much stronger communion than
a nonsacramental faith in Christ.

The partial membership to the Church is fundamentally rooted in faith in
Christ and in baptism. The text also discusses some means of grace that are
present ‘‘outside the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church’’: Such a
statement must be understood in the light of Lumen gentium, article 8; I do not
think that it means ‘‘out of the Church’’ or that it suggests that the Catholic
Church is one among others of the Church of Christ; the meaning is rather one
of full or partial communion, that is, membership in the Church. If the ex-
pression used in the decree leaves a rather Bellarminian impression, the ex-
planation is more of the patristic (medieval) kind: ‘‘All of these, which come
from Christ and lead back to Christ, belong by right to the one Church of
Christ.’’29 These means of grace can be ‘‘the written word of God; the life of
grace; faith, hope and charity, with the other interior gifts of the Holy Spirit,
and visible elements too’’ (no. 4 adds that the riches present in other com-
munities must be esteemed). Not all of these elements are present everywhere
or in the same degree, as the decree explains later on. What the text does not
say is how we can know that groups of Christians as such—the question here
does not in the first place concern individuals—live in faith, hope, and charity:
The traditional Catholic teaching is not warm to the possibility of knowing the
state of grace of individuals,30 and the text does not explain how it is possible to
affirm the presence of the theological virtues in communities.31 An element is
of course given in article 4: Non-Catholic Christians ‘‘bear witness to Christ,
even at times to the shedding of their blood’’; still, the link between such
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individual acts and the affirmation of the presence of the theological virtues in
communities is not explained.

Although they can have some means of salvation, the other Christian
communions or individuals ‘‘are not blessed with that unity which Jesus Christ
wished to bestow on all those who through him were born again into one body’’
because the fullness of the means of salvation is to be found only in the
Catholic Church (that is, all of the sacraments and the doctrine, dispensed by
the College of Bishops, which is united to Peter’s successor). The following
question arises: Since all Christian communities are divided, should we not say
that the Catholic Church is also not blessed with ‘‘that unity which Jesus Christ
wished to bestow’’? During the 1964 week of prayer for Christian unity, Pope
Paul VI said that Catholics have the privilege of not having lost unity.32 In his
encyclical Ut unum sint Pope John Paul II said, ‘‘The Catholic Church thus
affirms that during the two thousand years of her history she has been pre-
served in unity, with all the means with which God wishes to endow his
Church, and this despite the often grave crises which have shaken her, the
infidelity of some of her ministers, and the faults into which her members
daily fall.’’33

Catholic theologians must deal with a paradox: All Christians are divided,
and Catholics are in this situation of division, but the Catholic Church alone
has never lost full unity. The fullness of the means of grace of the Church of
Christ is in her alone. Do only the non-Catholics have to work for ecumenism
then? Or does ecumenical dialogue mean that the other Christians go back to
Catholic fullness and that the Catholic Church just invites them and waits?
Some answer to these questions is given in article 4.

Article 4

After a period in which Catholics were not allowed to take part in the ecu-
menical movement (at that time only experts—basically priests—could attend
meetings), the article exhorted ‘‘all the Catholic faithful . . . to take an intelligent
part in the work of ecumenism,’’ ‘‘with the attentive guidance of their bishops.’’
The participation of experts, who could work at a better and nonpolemical
mutual understanding, was highlighted as particularly important. On that ba-
sis, several initiatives ‘‘for the common good of humanity’’ and common prayer
are possible.

The question raised by article 3 has some answers. The fullness of the
means of salvation—and therefore of unity—does not prevent the Catholic
Church frommaking progress in perfection because this unity ‘‘subsists in the
Catholic Church as something she can never lose; and we cherish the hope that
it will go on increasing until the end of time.’’34 The Catholic Church as such
has not lost unity, but has to possess it always more, as part of an ecumenical
process in which ‘‘all are led to examine their own faithfulness to Christ’s will
for the Church and accordingly to undertake with vigor the task of renewal and
reform.’’ Article 6 says the same in different words and show its central
character: ‘‘Every renewal of the Church essentially consists in an increase of
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fidelity to the Church’s own calling. Undoubtedly this is the reason for the
movement towards unity.’’ A complementary aspect of that necessary progress
is individual development, which aims at more fervor for the sake of the
edification of the Body of Christ; individual conversions are not excluded but
distinguished from ecumenical dialogue.35 All gifts really received from God
by any Christian must be received as a help, that cannot destroy faith.

The common celebration of the Eucharist is presented as the sign of
achieved unity. Of course one could see this gift from the negative side: ‘‘It
would appear to us that the Eucharist is, in the light of ecumenism, above all a
symbol of the lost unity of Christians.’’36 Perhaps, but one could also say about
the Eucharist what Pope Paul VI said about his ministry (another sign of unity,
which can be seen as a sign of division): ‘‘Are there not those who say that unity
between the separated churches and the Catholic Church would be more easily
achieved if the primacy of the Roman pontiff were done away with? We beg our
separated brothers to consider the groundlessness of this opinion. . . . It would
be vain to look for other principles of unity in place of the true one established
by Christ Himself.’’37 Unity must be kept in essentials, freedom in various
forms of spirituality, rites, discipline, and charity in all things, as Pope John
XXIII had said in his programmatic encyclical Ad Petri cathedram.38

Chapter 2

After the general principles presented in chapter 1 and before their application
to the specific communities in chapter 3, chapter 2 presents the main lines of
the practice of ecumenism.

Article 5

Article 5 introduces the chapter and says that ecumenism, which is by defi-
nition a dialogue between Christians (to be distinguished from interreligious
dialogue39), is a sign of the unity that already exists. It is that unity that
ecumenical dialogue aims at perfecting.

Article 6

This article describes ecumenism as a ‘‘renewal’’ (renovatio) and as a ‘‘continual
reformation’’ (perennis reformatio) of the Church’s fidelity to Christ in all as-
pects of the life of the Church. A footnote mentions three medieval councils
that worked for such a renewal: The councils are older than the Protestant
Reformation, and two of them (Lyon II and Florence) had as their main pur-
pose unity between East and West. These historical examples also affirm that a
reform is always needed. The renewal is not only at the moral level but also at
the level of the formulation of doctrine, which is ‘‘to be carefully distinguished
from the deposit of faith itself.’’ If the postconciliar magisterium warns about
the danger of exaggerating the distinction between dogmas and their expres-
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sion (an excessive distinction would make any confession of faith impossible
since human words are always needed),40 an adequate distinction between
content and expression has been used in several agreements of different levels
signed by Popes Paul VI and John Paul II with some Eastern and Oriental
churches.41

Articles 7–8

In line with the previous statements about the reformation of the Church,
article 7 insists on the necessity of an ‘‘interior conversion’’ (interior conversio),
which leads above all to humility and generosity. That conversion has the double
effect of making those who undergo such conversion more open to others and
closer to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit: Those who are with God are
in communion with others who are also with God. Article 8 goes on in the
same vein and speaks about spiritual ecumenism (a movement started by Abbé
Couturier in the 1930s): ‘‘This change of heart and holiness of life, along with
public and private prayer for the unity of Christians, should be regarded as the
soul of the whole ecumenical movement, and merits the name ‘spiritual
ecumenism.’ ’’ Pope John Paul II insisted on that spiritual dimension in his
encyclical Ut unum sint.42

The question of the common participation in the sacraments celebrated in
divided churches (communicatio in sacris) is a delicate point for practical rea-
sons (e.g., marriages, funerals), as well as for theological ones.43 The decree
shows the two conflicting principles: ‘‘There are twomain principles governing
the practice of such common worship: first, the bearing witness to the unity of
the Church, and second, the sharing in the means of grace. Witness to the
unity of the Church generally forbids common worship, but the grace to be had
from it sometimes commends this practice’’ (no. 8).

The first principle is the reason the Catholic Church normally does not ac-
cept a common participation in the sacraments (and above all to the Eucharist):
Receiving the Eucharist in a Catholic Church is the strongest affirmation of full
communion with the Catholic Church, and if a non-Catholic consciously re-
ceives it (except in a situation of urgent necessity), that person in effect sol-
emnly claims not to be a non-Catholic. According to Eusebius of Caesarea, a
common celebration of the Eucharist had been the sign of full communion
between Pope Anicetus and Saint Polycarp after a dispute on the date of Eas-
ter.44 Orthodox and Catholics agree on this point: ‘‘The true faith is presup-
posed for a communion in the sacraments. Communion is possible only be-
tween those churches which have faith, priesthood and the sacraments in
common.’’45 John Paul II emphasized that point in his encyclical Ecclesia de
Eucharistia:

Precisely because the Church’s unity, which the Eucharist brings
about through the Lord’s sacrifice and by communion in his body and
blood, absolutely requires full communion in the bonds of the pro-
fession of faith, the sacraments and ecclesiastical governance, it is not
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possible to celebrate together the same Eucharistic liturgy until those
bonds are fully re-established. Any such concelebration would not be a
valid means, and might well prove instead to be an obstacle, to the
attainment of full communion, by weakening the sense of how far we
remain from this goal and by introducing or exacerbating ambiguities
with regard to one or another truth of the faith.46

The practical consequences of the second principle, namely that the sac-
raments (particularly the Eucharist) provide grace, have been the object of
disciplinary rules that pertained to the council itself, above all in the 1983 Code
of Canon Law and the 1993 Ecumenical Directory. On the basis of these devel-
opments,47 John Paul II explained in which sense some ‘‘intercommunion’’ is
possible: ‘‘While it is never legitimate to concelebrate in the absence of full
communion, the same is not true with respect to the administration of the
Eucharist under special circumstances, to individual persons belonging to churches
or ecclesial communities not in full communion with the Catholic Church. In
this case, in fact, the intention is to meet a grave spiritual need for the eternal
salvation of an individual believer, not to bring about an intercommunion which
remains impossible until the visible bonds of ecclesial communion are fully re-
established.’’48

The text then quotes Ut unum sint with regard to the conditions in which
the Eucharist, penance, and anointing of the sick can be administered to other
Christians. It summarizes the main points: ‘‘These conditions, from which no
dispensation can be given, must be carefully respected, even though they deal
with specific individual cases, because the denial of one or more truths of the
faith regarding these sacraments and, among these, the truth regarding the
need of the ministerial priesthood for their validity, renders the person asking
improperly disposed to legitimately receiving them. And the opposite is also
true: Catholics may not receive communion in those communities which lack
a valid sacrament of Orders.’’49

The specificity of the individual cases is explained by the Ecumenical Di-
rectory. The possibility is rather broad for Eastern Christians to receive the
sacraments from Catholic ministers:50 ‘‘Whenever necessity requires or a
genuine spiritual advantage suggests, and provided that the danger of error or
indifferentism is avoided, it is lawful for any Catholic for whom it is physically
or morally impossible to approach a Catholic minister, to receive the sacra-
ments of penance, Eucharist and anointing of the sick from a minister of an
Eastern Church.’’51

The conditions are quite precise for Western Christians (that is, Protes-
tants): ‘‘The conditions under which a Catholic minister may administer the
sacraments of the Eucharist, of penance and of the anointing of the sick to a
baptized person who may be found in the circumstances given above52 are that
the person be unable to have recourse for the sacrament desired to a minister
of his or her own Church or ecclesial community, ask for the sacrament of his
or her own initiative, manifest Catholic faith in this sacrament and be properly
disposed.’’53
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Article 9

Ecumenical meetings at different levels—especially at the theological level—
presuppose a good preparation of the Catholic participants (also of the sepa-
rated brethren, but the council does not explain whom they are supposed to
send to a dialogue). Such meetings favor a better mutual understanding, which
is precisely why the participants must be well prepared. The better knowledge
of ‘‘the position of the Catholic Church’’ pertains not only to the non-Catholics
but also to the Catholics, who deepen their self-knowledge through dialogue.54

The fact that partners in dialogue ‘‘treat with the other on an equal foot-
ing’’ does not imply an ecclesiological indifference but rather everyone’s
readiness to give full right to all of the participants to explain their thoughts. In
practice, this is often made easier by the friendship that develops between
partners in dialogue.

Article 10

Teaching of theology and history, especially, must be ecumenical, which
means corresponding to ‘‘the truth of things’’ (veritas rerum). The too often
polemical approach of the past was in fact not a service to truth. Even before
Vatican II some Catholic theologians had tried to present a more precise image
of the Reformation and the Reformers, for instance. After Vatican II, in many
places, Catholic and Protestant scholars collaborated to create common his-
tories of the sixteenth century, and ecumenical translations of the Bible were
published. Thus John Paul II was able to say, almost twenty years afterUnitatis
redintegratio, ‘‘We have been able to discern that the efforts of Evangelical and
Catholic research offer us a more complete picture of the person and teaching
of Luther, as well as a more adequate view of the complicated historical events
of the sixteenth century. All these are important elements in the reconciliation
and growing together of Catholics and Lutherans.’’55

A better knowledge cannot but help a real reconciliation, although it
cannot provide it alone because historical data must still be interpreted. A 1990
document of dialogue between Catholics and Reformed shows a balance be-
tween a new historical objectivity and an ongoing necessity of interpretation
(which implies criteria other than a simple reconstruction of facts): ‘‘Historical
scholarship today has not only produced fresh evidence concerning our respec-
tive roles in the Reformation and its aftermath. It also brings us together in
broad agreement about sources, methods of inquiry and warrants for drawing
conclusions. A new measure of objectivity has become possible. If we still
inevitably interpret and select, at least we are aware that we do, and what that
fact means as we strive for greater objectivity and more balanced judgment.’’56

Article 11

In line with the previous article, article 11 insists on a true presentation of
Catholic doctrine. If a polemical approach must be avoided, a ‘‘false irenicism,
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in which the purity of Catholic doctrine suffers loss’’ is not less dangerous.
These opposite dangers are equally opposed to truth, and a way must be found
to avoid both. The point here is not so much about ecumenical methodology
(which could apply to all Christians) but about how Catholic theologians must
present Catholic doctrine in an ecumenical context. Catholic doctrine must be
portrayed clearly and with charity in order to enable its communication to non-
Catholic theologians.

Many fathers mentioned the danger of irenicism or indifferentism, and
Cardinal Bea commented on that point in November 1963. He said that the
remedy was not in avoiding action toward unity but in checking it carefully.57

One of the key points of the whole decree is the principle of the ‘‘hierarchy
of truths.’’ The expression was presented to the council in November 1963 by
Archbishop Andrea Pangrazio of Gorizia (Italy);58 the idea may have been
suggested to him by one of the Protestant observers at the council.59 Here are
some elements of the second part of his speech:60

It is a good thing to enumerate the many ecclesial elements which by
God’s grace have been preserved in the communities separated from
us and which have salutary effects on them. But I frankly confess that
it seems to me this enumeration is too ‘‘quantitative,’’ if I may say
so. . . . In my opinion some binding factor is required for these indi-
vidual elements. There should be a centre to which these elements are
to be related and without which they cannot be explained. This
binding factor and this centre is Christ himself, whom all Christians
confess as the Lord of the Church, whom undoubtedly Christians of
all communities strive to serve faithfully and who condescends to
work wonderful things even in the communities separated from us
through his active presence in the Holy Spirit. . . .So that the unity
already present among Christians, as well as their still existing dif-
ferences may be properly distinguished, I think it is important to
consider fully the hierarchical order of the revealed truths [ordo, ut ita
dicam hierarchicus veritatum revelatarum] through which the mystery
of Christ is expressed and the ecclesiastical elements by which the
Church is established. Even though all revealed truths must be be-
lieved with the same divine faith and all constitutive elements of
the Church have to be faithfully retained [Etiamsi omnes veritates
revelatae eadem fide divina credendae et omnia elementa constitutiva Ec-
clesiae eadem fidelitate retinenda sint], yet they are not all of the same
importance. There are truths that belong to the order of the end,
such as the mystery of the most holy Trinity, of the incarnation of
the Word and the redemption. . . .But there are other truths, which
belong to the order of the means of salvation, as for example the
truth of the seven sacraments, of the hierarchical structure of the
Church, of the apostolic succession and others. . . . In fact the doctri-
nal differences among Christians are less concerned with the truths
that belong to the order of the end, and more with those concerning
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the order of the means, which are undoubtedly subordinate to the
former.61

Before the hierarchy of truths was introduced, the secretariat explained the
text to the council inmodus 49 (attributed to Card. König of Vienna): ‘‘It seems
most important for ecumenical dialogue, that the truths about which all
Christians agree, as well as those about which they differ, be rather evaluated
than enumerated. Without any doubt all revealed truths must be held with the
same divine faith, but their importance and ‘weight’ differ in reason of their
link with the history of salvation and the mystery of Christ.’’62

In these two texts we find two elements: (1) a hierarchy among truths
as a result of their different relation to the center of revelation (that is, Christ
and his mystery) and (2) a proposition that all revealed truths must be held
because they are revealed, although some are more important than others. The
text of the decree does not explicitly mention the second element, but the
context of article 11 (‘‘doctrine should be clearly presented in its entirety’’)
implies it.

When Pope John Paul II visited Switzerland in 1984, the former general
secretary of the World Council of Churches, Willem A. Visser’t Hooft, sug-
gested a common document on the meaning of the notion of ‘‘hierarchy of
truths’’; the pope accepted his proposal, and the document was published in
1990. The two apparently conflicting points are mentioned:

First of all, the council’s sentence does not mean that there is only a
more or less incidental relationship between these truths and the
foundation, so that a merely relative character stamps them, and one
can consider them optional in the life of faith. Still less does the
decree’s sentence consider truths of faith as more or less necessary for
salvation, or suggest degrees in our obligation to believe in all that
God has revealed. When one fully responds to God’s self-revelation
in faith, one accepts that Revelation as a whole. There is no picking
and choosing of what God has revealed, because there is no picking or
choosing of what Revelation is—our salvation. Hence, there are no
degrees in the obligation to believe all that God has revealed.63

That question of the hierarchy of truths is absolutely central to any under-
standing of Catholic ecumenism, but it can easily be misunderstood. For ex-
ample, where is the Assumption of Mary in the hierarchy of truths? Certainly
not at the center. Should post-Vatican II theologians therefore drop that dogma
about which Pope Pius XII said, ‘‘If anyone, which God forbid, should dare
willfully to deny or to call into doubt that which we have defined, let him know
that he has fallen away completely from the divine and Catholic Faith’’?64

When he said that to refuse the dogma would mean that one no longer has
faith, Pius XII certainly had in mind Saint Thomas Aquinas’s theology of the
formal object of faith: The believer accepts the object of faith because it is
revealed by God and transmitted by the Church; those who refuse it follow
their own opinion instead of divine revelation, and that attitude implies that
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even the articles of faith that they accept are only private opinions instead of an
acceptance of revelation.65

This is the second element, and Archbishop Pangrazio had seen no con-
tradiction between it and the hierarchy of truths; otherwise the council fathers
would have noticed that their text would change the status of a dogma pro-
claimed fourteen years before, as all of them certainly remembered.66 The
hierarchy of truths simply means that any truth received from divine revelation
must be connected to the central mysteries. For instance, the dogma of the
Assumption depends on the dogma of Mary’s divine motherhood, which im-
plies the more central truth that Jesus is God and man. Theology should begin
with the more central truth and then explain the others progressively.

If Pius XII’s words must be maintained, what does the hierarchy of truths
mean for non-Catholics, who do not accept what the Catholic Church holds
about dogmas such as the Assumption and therefore seem to have ‘‘fallen away
completely from the divine and Catholic Faith’’? In fact, such words do not
apply to them all because most of them never rejected the Church they belong
to in order to follow only their own private opinion.67

Article 12

On the basis and as a testimony of the already existing unity, all Christians are
called to a common proclamation of their faith in Christ and to a common
service to the world, in line with the contemporary practice of social collabo-
ration. The ideal of common testimony is one of the origins of the ecumeni-
cal movement, and the double dimension—expression of faith and practical
collaboration—has been expressed in the two main streams of the movement,
united in the World Council of Churches since 1948: Faith and Order, Life and
Work. The text adds that a common practice is useful also at the more doctrinal
level because ‘‘All believers in Christ can, through such cooperation, easily
learn to acquire a better knowledge and appreciation of one another.’’

Chapter 3

Article 13

The decree turns to the specific questions of other Christian denominations by
distinguishing two very different types of divisions: The first part of the chapter
(nos. 14–18) is about the divisions in the East (those traditionally called Nes-
torian and Monophysite and the schism traditionally considered to have begun
in 1054,68 now also called Oriental Orthodox and Eastern Orthodox69), while
the second part (nos. 19–23) addresses the divisions in the West, that is, those
that began with the Reformation of the sixteenth century (the Anglicans are a
specific case because of the greater [if partial] persistence among them of
‘‘Catholic traditions and institutions’’70).

The purpose of chapter 3 is not so much to describe all aspects of other
denominations as to propose some ‘‘considerations for prudent ecumenical
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action.’’ The council’s intention was not to present a historical overview of
divisions.71

Certain words in this article were changed because of an important sug-
gestion written by Archbishop George Beck of Liverpool.72 The version dis-
tributed in September 1964 said, ‘‘Several Communions, national or confes-
sional, separated themselves from the Roman See.’’73 The English bishop
suggested—as it actually happened—to substitute se seiunxerunt (separated
themselves) with seiunctae sunt (were separated). His argument was that the
whole point of the discussion (punctum discordiae) between Anglicans and
Catholics in England was that both pretended to be in continuity with the
Church established in England before the sixteenth century and that to say
‘‘separated themselves’’ would mean that the English Church as such went on
in the ‘‘Church of England’’ and that the introduction of a Catholic hierarchy in
the nineteenth century was an intrusion that should be suppressed.74 The
present text does not offer a historical judgment, but its more passive form
tries to objectively describe the facts.

Article 14

Article 14 describes in general terms the relationship between East and West,
beginning with the unity of the past and underlining the very rich Eastern
contribution to the common patrimony of faith (therefore also to the present
doctrine of the Catholic Church). If a good knowledge of the relations before
the divisions is central to the solution of these divisions, the description in
this article of the role of the bishop of Rome before the divisions would be
in itself a point of disagreement (even the undisputed importance of Pope Leo
the Great in the solution of Chalcedon is not universally seen as a recognition
of his jurisdiction). The Eastern churches are described as local churches
(which means, for instance, that there is not ‘‘one Orthodox Church’’ in the
sense of the ‘‘Catholic Church’’), organized around the ancient patriarchal
churches. The divisions are due to cultural differences that lead to a lack of
mutual understanding and of charity and external factors (primarily political
factors).

Article 15

The riches of the Eastern churches are to be praised and received by Catholics:
liturgy (including the veneration of the Mother of God and of the saints),
spirituality, theology, and monasticism. Because these churches have kept the
apostolic succession and all of the sacraments, some sacramental sharing is
commended (the conditions are mentioned in my comments on nos. 7–8). The
decree highlights the Eastern riches not only as legitimate but also as being ‘‘of
supreme importance for the faithful preservation of the fullness of Christian
tradition.’’ Later on, John Paul II repeatedly stated that ‘‘the Church must
breathe with her two lungs.’’75
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Article 16

After having praised the riches of the East, the decree adds that ‘‘the churches
of the east, while mindful of the necessary unity of the whole Church, have the
right to govern themselves according to the disciplines proper to themselves,’’
which add to the splendor of the Church. The council acknowledges that this
respect has not always been practiced and alludes to the ‘‘latinization’’ of some
churches of Eastern rite in the past (in Ukraine, Lebanon, southern Italy,
etc.76). This is a very important point since history inspired in the Eastern
churches the fear that unity would mean the loss of their identity. Of course,
article 16 does not mean that nothing whatsoever would have to change in the
organization of the Orthodox churches because the respect of different prac-
tices is possible ‘‘while mindful of the necessary unity of the whole Church.’’

Article 17

The doctrinal riches of the East are considered in their relation to theWest. The
decree says that these riches are already present in theWest, but the text speaks
about the ‘‘authentic theological traditions of the Eastern Church’’; when asked
whether there was no risk of forgetting dogmatic differences, the secretariat
replied that that risk was ruled out by the precision: ‘‘authentic.’’77 If ‘‘if from
time to time one tradition has come nearer to a full appreciation of some
aspects of a mystery of Revelation than the other,’’ it does not mean that they
are opposed but that they must be kept together in order to fully express the
Catholicity of the Church. It does not seem unfair to say that Catholic theo-
logians are open to the theological patrimony of the East (for instance, Saint
Thomas Aquinas was already naturally eager to use it78); however, the open-
ness of most Orthodox theologians to Saint Augustine, for example, or to the
scholastics tends to be quite limited. Here is a legitimate ecumenical question:
If the Church has two lungs . . . ?

It is interesting to see that the decree speaks about doctrinal differences
only in general terms, without mentioning any particular point. For instance,
the filioque is not mentioned: Perhaps this denotes a Western approach be-
cause, while for many Orthodox the filioque is highly important, most Catholic
theologians do not consider it to be a dividing issue.79 The Christological
questions that divide the Catholic Church and certain Oriental churches such
as the Copts, the Armenians, and the Assyrians (which will be the object of
future—at least partial—agreements) are not mentioned, either. In any case,
the decree deals instead with principles and leaves the details to further dia-
logue.

Article 18

The part of the decree that specifically concerns the Eastern churches con-
cludes with an invitation to prayer, dialogue, and charitable collaboration. The
desired unity in Christ must be about ‘‘what is essential’’: This certainly ex-
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presses a desire to respect as much as possible the legitimate doctrinal and
disciplinary identity of the Eastern churches, unlike what has sometimes been
done in the past (as mentioned in no. 16).

At the end of this section one might ask about the implications of an
ecumenical mindset for the present relations of the still-divided Catholics and
Orthodox. On the basis of the fact that the Eastern churches have kept all of the
sacraments (and many other riches), important voices such as Cardinal Kas-
per’s exclude a Catholic ‘‘proselytism’’ toward the Orthodox churches: ‘‘Since
the Catholic Church recognizes the Orthodox churches as true churches and
their sacraments as true sacraments and therefore authentic means of salva-
tion for their faithful, it is absolutely inappropriate to exercise a missionary
activity towards the Orthodox faithful.’’80 Pope John Paul II and Patriarch
Demetrios I of Constantinople also said in Rome in 1987: ‘‘We reject any form
of proselytism, any attitude that would be or could be perceived as a lack
of respect.’’81 In 1993, in Balamand (Lebanon), the Joint International Com-
mission for the Theological Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church
and the Orthodox Church published a report titled ‘‘Uniatism, Method of
Union of the Past, and the Present Search for Full Communion.’’82 It stated
that, ‘‘While the inviolable freedom of persons and their obligation to follow
the requirements of their conscience remain secure, in the search for re-
establishing unity there is no question of conversion of people from one
Church to the other in order to ensure their salvation.’’83

The Orthodox churches are very much concerned about what they feel is a
Catholic (and Protestant) proselytism, above all in the former Soviet Union:
For instance, any Russian—even an atheist who has never been baptized and
who becomes Protestant or Catholic—is considered to be pulled away from the
Orthodox Church. The Catholic understanding of ‘‘proselytism’’ is more lim-
ited. Unitatis redintegratio excludes some aspects of a bad proselytism, such as
misrepresenting the separated brethren84 or considering them as rivals.85 The
declaration Dignitatis humanae by the same council also excludes certain kinds
of proselytism: ‘‘In spreading religious faith and in introducing religious prac-
tices everyone ought at all times to refrain from any manner of action which
might seem to carry a hint of coercion or of a kind of persuasion that would be
dishonorable or unworthy.’’86

What Cardinal Kasper suggested was not that any conversion should be
excluded but that the ecumenical way to unity is a deeper conversion of all to
Christ:87 ‘‘The goal of ecumenism cannot be conceived of as a mere return of
the others to the heart of the Catholic Church. The goal of full unity [can] be
reached only through the action of the Spirit of God and the conversion of all to
the one Head of the Church, Jesus Christ.’’88 Generally the Catholic Church
does not require that other Christians agree to unite with or return to the exact
type of Catholic Church that existed at the time of the separation (in some
cases, such as the Methodists, the break was with Anglicanism rather than
Catholicism per se). Not only has the Catholic Church changed through the
centuries, but Unitatis redintegratio speaks of a permanent need for reforma-
tion, and John Paul II invited to a dialogue on the modes of exercise of his
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ministry.89 Still, in its essential dimensions, the pope’s ministry is a necessary
part of the being of the Church, as Cardinal Kasper said to the Federation of
French Protestant churches.90 Therefore, even the sacramental fullness of the
Orthodox churches, without the pope’s ministry, is not identical to the fullness
of the means of salvation, and some conversion might be required in consci-
ence, as Lumen gentium says: ‘‘Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic
Church was made necessary by Christ, would refuse to enter or to remain in it,
could not be saved’’ (LG 14).

Article 19

Article 19 discusses the ‘‘Separated Churches and Ecclesial Communities in the
West.’’ In the previous version, the title was ‘‘About the Communities [That
Have] Appeared since the Sixteenth Century’’;91 Bishop Carli of Segni suggested
changing the article because it did not include the Waldensians and the Huss-
ites.92 These communities are described as very different among themselves,
‘‘especially in the interpretation of revealed truth’’—which is the reason the
decree gives only general indications of a dialogue with them—and the main
common point is that these communities ‘‘have retained a special affinity and
close relationship with the Catholic Church as a result of the long centuries in
which all Christendom lived together in ecclesiastical communion.’’ This point is
interesting, and it is the only one in which these Western denominations are
described as especially similar to the Catholic Church, which means that they
exhibit more similarity to her than do the Eastern churches. The fact is that, for
instance, there has been a huge (if differentiated) Augustinian impact on
Catholic and Protestant theologies but not on Orthodox theology.

The ecumenical movement has been strong among Protestants at least
since the beginning of the twentieth century, but, as the text says, it is not
present everywhere. Some Protestant currents were (and some still are) vividly
opposed to the Catholic Church and occasionally to any kind of ecumenism
(even among Protestants). The decree on ecumenism invites them as it invites
Catholics to greet dialogue with some openness.

Article 20

Articles 20 to 23 have an organized structure. On October 7, 1964, Archbishop
John Heenan of Westminster explained that the secretariat had decided to
give a short description of the Western communities and would organize
it according to four main elements: confession of Christ (no. 20), study of
sacred scripture (no. 21), sacramental life (no. 22), and life with Christ (no.
23).93

One main point of the already existing unity between Catholics and the
other Western Christian denominations is the Lord Jesus Christ; the text joy-
fully underlines that unity, which is the basis of the deeper unity it desires. In
November 1964 the secretariat explained that it had agreed to add ‘‘God’’ in
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‘‘Jesus Christ as God and Lord’’ in order to avoid a confusion with regard to the
communities that call themselves Christian but do not believe in the divinity of
Christ.94

The main differences mentioned between the Catholic Church and some
Western communities are certain points of the doctrine that concern Christ,
the understanding of the redemption, the Church and her ministry, and the
role of Mary.

With regard to Christ, the main Reformers accepted the Christology of the
early Church councils, even though their reason for doing so was more an
exegetical agreement than an affirmation of the Church’s authority.95 Thus the
question of disagreements on the meaning of scripture (and even, in the case
of divisions, Christ himself ) remains. Father Congar suggested—in a book
aimed at giving Catholics a more favorable image of Luther—that Luther’s
Christology had a Monophysite tendency because it attributed all salvific work
only to the divinity of Christ, thereby leaving nothing to his humanity.96 Still,
there is no real division in Christological doctrine between the Catholic Church
and the mainstream Protestant denominations. There would certainly be a
huge disagreement about Christological and Trinitarian doctrine between both
Catholics and ‘‘Orthodox Protestants’’ (for example, Barthians) on the one
hand and liberal Protestants on the other.

The main point of divergence is certainly not Christology as such, but
rather—as the text says, showing a logical sequence—‘‘the work of redemp-
tion, and, consequently, concerning the mystery and ministry of the Church,
and the role of Mary in the work of salvation.’’ It is well known that for the
Reformers the doctrine of justification by faith and grace alone was the central
mark of Christian life. As a consequence, all human works in relation to God
tend to be underestimated, and this diminishes the consistency of the Church:
‘‘While the ‘old churches’ do not hesitate to affirm that the Church is the
agent—‘sign and instrument,’ sacramentum—of Salvation which it is the
beneficiary of, communities which have sprung up from the Reformation
prefer to avoid every formula which could conceal the great affirmation of the
faith: Salvation comes from God alone.’’97

The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, signed on October 31,
1999, between the Catholic Church and the World Lutheran Federation,98

expresses a basic agreement on that central issue but leaves open the kind of
consequences the decree expresses: ‘‘There are still questions of varying im-
portance which need further clarification. These include, among other topics,
the relationship between the Word of God and Church doctrine, as well as
ecclesiology, authority in the Church, ministry, the sacraments, and the rela-
tion between justification and social ethics. We are convinced that the con-
sensus we have reached offers a solid basis for this clarification.’’99

Even the agreement on justification could not solve some of the problems
related to the question of justification. Perhaps one element of a solution could
be the study of the philosophical presuppositions unconsciously present in the
initial formation of the Protestant mindset.
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Article 21

The decree praises the devotion to scripture, which has been at the very center
of the Reformation, and sees it as alive in the Protestant communities of its
time. This is a major instrument for dialogue.

The text adds that some difference exists between the Protestant and the
Catholic approaches to scripture, the main point of which is ‘‘a special place in
the interpretation and preaching of the written word of God’’ for ‘‘the
[Church’s] authentic teaching office.’’ The point is not to oppose Bible and
Church authority but to know the correct interpretation of the Bible on
key issues, given the fact that the biblical text is not univocally clear. While
the Catholic bishops were gathered at Vatican II, official delegates of most
Protestant—and many Orthodox—churches and ecclesial communities took
part in the Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order in Montreal (1963).100

They published a document titled ‘‘Tradition, tradition, and traditions,’’ which
addressed the question of the criteria for the interpretation of scripture:101

Most people agree about the importance of the apostolic tradition, the fact of a
canon of the Bible, the necessity of a reading in the Holy Spirit, and so on, but
such criteria are not enough to choose between incompatible interpretations,
and no sufficient criterion could be identified.

As another document of Faith and Order stated in 1998, ‘‘Montreal helped
to overcome the old contrast between ‘sola Scriptura’ and ‘Scripture and tra-
dition.’ . . . It must be recognized that Montreal left open the vital question of
how churches can discern the one Tradition.’’102 This question is central to
ecumenical dialogue because, if there is no way of acknowledging some inter-
pretation of scripture as corresponding to faith, any visible unity of Christians
will be impossible. In 2005 the ecumenical Groupe des Dombes presented that
as an ecumenical challenge for the Protestants: How can unity be declared with
moving structures without permanent authority?103

In ecumenical dialogue, the most striking result of Church unity has been
achieved in the Anglican-Catholic dialogue, which dealt with it as a service to a
unified reading of scripture: ‘‘In solemnly formulating such teaching, the
universal primate must discern and declare, with the assured assistance and
guidance of the Holy Spirit, in fidelity to Scripture and Tradition, the authentic
faith of the whole Church, that is, the faith proclaimed from the begin-
ning. . . .The reception of the primacy of the Bishop of Rome entails the rec-
ognition of this specific ministry of the universal primate. We believe that this
is a gift to be received by all the churches.’’104

More than four decades after Unitatis redintegratio, a new question has
arisen. At Vatican II several Latin American bishops had mentioned as a
serious problem the proselytism by a kind of Protestantism that differed from
that found in Europe;105 this conversion effort later created a major division
within Protestantism. Current developments in the mainstream Protestant
churches insist less than before on the authority of scripture (more precisely,
scripture is interpreted in a hermeneutical framework that not infrequently
leads away from a literal reading). Meanwhile, Evangelical and Pentecostal
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groups became the main Protestant bodies and have a more ‘‘fundamentalist’’
or at least more literal reading of scripture and a moral approach that is more
critical of contemporary society.106

This is a new situation for Catholic dialogue: The traditional Protestant
partners are now a minority among Protestants; with the Pentecostals (who are
more numerous than all of the faithful of the member churches of the World
Council of Churches together), a dialogue is more difficult because there is no
global system of representation among them and because many of them—but
not all—are not interested in a theological dialogue. The dividing line between
the two Protestant approaches—‘‘fundamentalist’’ exegesis or use of modern
biblical scholarship—need not be an insurmountable problem for Catholic
theology: Thanks to a metaphysical understanding of the different levels of
causality (which was developed in order to understand the Christian economy,
in which ‘‘we are God’s fellow workers’’107), Catholic theology has no problem
in recognizing that the biblical books ‘‘have God as their author,’’ that some
people that God has chosen are also the ‘‘true authors’’ of these books, and that
divinely chosen collaboration with human beings is also at work in the
preaching and interpreting of the Bible.108 Cardinal Bea praised Saint Thomas
Aquinas for his understanding of instrumentality in revelation, which opened
the way to Vatican II’s quiet solution;109 such an understanding can be applied
to the whole life of the Church and is a key to the remaining issues of justi-
fication.

In the ecumenical field, the Catholic Church could work at a rapproche-
ment between different Protestant approaches by using the cultural, historical,
and theological affinity mentioned in article 19.

Article 22

After the biblical element that was considered to be the main common point,
the decree speaks about the sacramental dimension, which is the reason
chapter 3 is divided into two parts: While in the Eastern churches, the sacra-
ments serve as a basis of unity, this is not the case with the Protestant de-
nominations, who did not keep the sacrament of order and therefore neither
the ‘‘full reality’’ of the Eucharist (genuina atque integra substantia mysterii Eu-
charistici). The communities in which the sacraments have not been com-
pletely preserved (and who usually affirm the existence of only two or three of
the sacraments110) are called ‘‘ecclesial communities’’ instead of ‘‘chur-
ches.’’111 The reason the second section of the chapter (from no. 19 on) begins
with the title ‘‘Separated Churches and Ecclesial Communities in the West’’ is
not clear:112 The most probable reason for the mention of ‘‘churches’’ in this
title is the presence in the West of the Old Catholics113 and perhaps the Polish
National Church;114 perhaps some also had in mind the Anglicans, but this is
less likely.115

At the sacramental level, the decree insists on baptism, whose validity is
ordinarily recognized in the Protestant communities that use water and the
Trinitarian formula,116 that is, the mention of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (the
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diffusion of other formulas could lead to a reconsideration of the systematic
recognition of baptism). Baptism must also be ‘‘received with the right dis-
position,’’ which is more of an individual question. The text does not say
whether people who have received baptismal grace keep it; this point would be
important if baptism has to be a common foundation of unity since traditional
Catholic teaching insists on the impossibility of our state of grace, as men-
tioned in my comments on article 3.

If baptism ‘‘establishes a sacramental bond of unity existing among all
who have been reborn by it,’’ this unity is only a beginning and calls for a
greater fullness, which is ‘‘complete profession of faith, complete incorpora-
tion into the institution of salvation such as Christ willed it to be, and finally the
completeness of unity which Eucharistic communion gives.’’ Using words
taken from previous articles, the article states that baptism is not the fullness of
the means of salvation and that full unity is only Eucharistic unity. What is
lacking is the object of dialogue, and this has been so ever since. One element
of this dialogue is found in the text itself: Because ‘‘the Spirit of Christ has not
refrained from using them as means of salvation’’ (UR 3), these communities
and their liturgical actions may not have the ‘‘full reality’’ of the Eucharist, but
it does not mean that their celebrations of the Last Supper cannot be occasions
of grace.

Article 23

Since many elements of Christian faith and devotion remain in the separated
communities, they have developed many charitable institutions. This social
action stems from a desire to be disciples of Christ, and an ecumenical com-
munity of disciples appears in common works. This article takes into con-
sideration the life-and-work kind of Protestant ecumenism.

Conclusion

The decree concludes with a call to ecumenical action, whose main charac-
teristic must be ‘‘fully and sincerely Catholic’’: The partners in dialogue will be
offered the possibility of having Catholic partners, so that the exchange of
information the decree calls for will be facilitated.

Perhaps the most important point in Unitatis redintegratio is the idea of
fullness. Plenitudo has a double meaning in the document. On the one hand,
the ‘‘fullness of grace and truth’’ (plenitudo gratiae et veritatis) has been ‘‘en-
trusted to the Catholic Church,’’ where ‘‘it is possible to get every fullness of the
means of salvation’’ (omnis salutarium mediorum plenitudo attingi potest;
UR 3).117 On the other hand, ‘‘the divisions among Christians prevent the
Church from realizing in practice the fullness of Catholicity [plenitudo cath-
olicitatis] proper to her, in those of her sons and daughters who, though at-
tached to her by baptism, are yet separated from full communion with her’’
(UR 4). Therefore, the present fullness has to be constantly developed ‘‘to

332 part ii: the decrees, unitatis redintegratio



attain that fullness of unity [plenitudo unitatis] which Jesus Christ desires’’
(UR 4) ‘‘until it shall happily arrive at the fullness of eternal glory [aeternae
gloriae plenitudo] in the heavenly Jerusalem’’ (UR 3). Catholic ecumenism
moves therefore from an existing fullness—nothing is missing in the means of
salvation of apostolic faith—toward an increased fullness, as this final article
summarizes: ‘‘fully and sincerely Catholic, that is to say, faithful to the truth
which we have received from the apostles and fathers, in harmony with the
faith which the Catholic Church has always professed, and at the same time
directed towards that fullness [in eam plenitudinem tendens] to which our Lord
wills his body to grow in the course of time.’’

Dei verbum says the same: The Christian dispensation is definitive (cf. DV
4), and the Apostles’ successors must keep it intact (cf. DV 8), but at the same
time ‘‘there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words
which have been handed down’’ (ibid.). The way Catholics see their relation to
the other Christians is strictly parallel to the Catholic idea of tradition: Tradi-
tion is fully authentic but can also develop until Christ returns; the Catholic
Church has the fullness of the means of salvation, but a permanent reform and
an always fuller conversion to Christ are required. This way the Catholic
Church can avoid an idea of tradition or an ecclesial identity that would be
either relativistic or unable to change anything in previous modes of expres-
sion or of life.

Ecumenical activity requires some initiatives, but it is described above all
as a ‘‘holy objective’’ that ‘‘human powers and capacities cannot achieve’’ and
that requires most of all our prayers and our conversion: Ecumenism is spir-
itual or is not.118
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the Netherlands: Chez la Veuve de Caspar et chez Théodore Goris, 1686), I.X, 79. My
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in 1965; Gustave Thils, Le décret sur l’œcuménisme: Commentaire doctrinal (Paris: Desclée

334 part ii: the decrees, unitatis redintegratio

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_chrstuni_pro_20051996_chrstuni_pro_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_chrstuni_pro_20051996_chrstuni_pro_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_chrstuni_pro_20051996_chrstuni_pro_en.html


de Brouwer, 1966); Bernard Leeming, The Vatican Council and Christian Unity: A
Commentary on the Decree on Ecumenism of the Second Vatican Council, Together with a
Translation of the Text (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 19–30; Augustine Cardinal
Bea, The Way to Unity after the Council (London: Deacon Books, Geoffrey Chapman,
1967), 35–39.

17. On Nov. 26, 1962, Fr. Athanasius Welkyj, O.S.B.M., explained that more than
ten possible titles were considered; the title that was ultimately chosen explains the topic
of the schema without ‘‘undue proselytism.’’ Cf. Acta synodalia sacrosancti Concilii Oe-
cumenici Vaticani, vol. 1, pt. 3 (Rome: Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1973), 549–50.

18. The Schema decreti de Ecclesiae unitate ‘‘Ut omnes unum sint’’ is published in
Acta synodalia, vol. 1, pt. 3, 528–45. With regard to the drafting and the consolidation of
the texts, cf. the explanation by Cardinal Cicognani, president of the Commission for
Eastern Churches (Nov. 18, 1963), Acta synodalia, vol. 2, pt. 5, 468.

19. The Schema decreti de oecumenismo is published in Acta synodalia, vol. 2, pt. 5,
412–41. Explanations of the changes in the text are found in Acta synodalia, vol. 2, pt. 5,
442–95.
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The Decree on the Eastern

Catholic Churches,

Orientalium Ecclesiarum

Khaled Anatolios

Introduction

On first impression, the Decree on the Eastern Catholic Churches
seems to offer slight ground for substantiating the claim that the
Second Vatican Council intended its pronouncements to be in organic
continuity with established ecclesial tradition. To begin with, the very
situation that it addresses, the existence of Eastern churches distin-
guished from their Orthodox counterparts by communion with Rome,
is a phenomenon that dates back for themost part only to the sixteenth
century.1 Moreover, the document seems to be largely concerned with
matters of church discipline rather than with doctrine integral to the
deposit of faith; indeed, the decree legislates certain reversals of policy
in these matters of discipline. Nevertheless, this document is best read
as a strong statement of the council’s commitment to ressourcement.
This is centrally demonstrated by the fact that where the decree in-
stitutes changes in discipline with regard to the Eastern Catholic
churches, these changes are made for the sake of the restoration of an
older tradition. Even more significantly, the document situates the
question of the relation of the Roman Church to the Eastern Catholic
churches as a question of the Church’s fidelity to tradition, rather than
as merely an issue of ecclesial housekeeping. Indeed, the document
shows some innovation in casting the matter in this form, but such
innovation bespeaks the radicality of the council’s commitment to
ressourcement.

In this chapter I summarize the document and pay particular
attention to the significant changes it introduces. After showing the
impulse to ressourcement evident in these changes, I compare the
opening statements of this document with analogous statements in



Pope Leo XIII’s 1894 encyclical, Orientalium dignitas. This comparison will
reveal essential lines of continuity, as well as development between the two
documents, but it will be evident that such development consists in Vatican II’s
more radical approach to situating the question of relations with the Eastern
churches as an exigency of the Church’s fidelity to tradition. The document on
the Eastern Catholic churches can thus be read as a significant example of the
dialectic of aggiornamento and ressourcement in the Second Vatican Council
and as representing not a schizophrenic vacillation of perspective but an in-
tegral effort on the part of the Church to reorient itself to a fuller appropriation
of its tradition in order to face the modern world with authenticity.

Summary

The document begins with an appreciation of the heritage of the Eastern
churches as an integral part of the tradition of the Universal Church (OE 1). It
uses the image of the ‘‘Mystical Body’’ to refer to the unity of the Church,
which comprises different ‘‘rites,’’ both Eastern and Western (OE 2).2 All such
rites are of equal rank, and all are equally submitted to the authority of the
Roman pontiff (OE 3). The well-being of the universal Church requires the
flourishing of all of these ‘‘individual churches,’’ as well as the awareness on
the part of both hierarchy and laity of the existence of diverse rites within the
Catholic Church (OE 4). After these introductory remarks, there follows the
main body of the document, whose central theme is the necessity of preserving
the integrity of the Eastern rites. Emphasis is placed on conservation; changes
must manifest a continuity with established tradition: ‘‘All members of the
Eastern Churches should be firmly convinced that they can and ought always
[to] preserve their own legitimate liturgical rites and ways of life, and that
changes are to be introduced only to forward their own organic development’’
(OE 6).3 To this end, the decree rehearses the essential features of the Eastern
rites. It acknowledges the institution of the patriarchate and stipulates that the
rights and privileges of patriarchs be restored according to the pronounce-
ments of the ecumenical councils (OE 7–11). Within this restoration, an explicit
allowance is made for patriarchs to appoint bishops within their patriarchal
territories (OE 9). Next, the document expresses appreciation of the sacra-
mental discipline of the Eastern churches and recommends their restoration
where these have lapsed through latinization (OE 12).

A significant item within this restoration is that priests are granted per-
mission to administer the sacrament of chrismation (confirmation), in keeping
with Eastern custom (OE 13–14). The Eastern Catholic faithful are exhorted to
participate in liturgical worship (OE 15), and provisions are made for accessi-
bility to the sacrament of confession by allowing Catholic priests of a given rite
to administer this sacrament to Catholics of any other rite (OE 16). The doc-
ument encourages the restoration of the order of permanent diaconate (OE 17)
and relaxes the canonical norms for marriages between Eastern Catholics and
Eastern Orthodox (OE 18). The churches of the various rites are granted au-
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thority to institute and suppress feast days, determine the date of Easter, and
regulate liturgical language (OE 19–23). Finally, Eastern Catholics are re-
minded of having a special duty to foster unity with Eastern Orthodox churches
(OE 24), and, under certain circumstances, communicatio in sacris between
Eastern Catholics and Eastern Orthodox is permitted (OE 26). The document
concludes by looking forward to the realization of full communion between the
Catholic Church and ‘‘the separated Eastern Churches’’ (OE 30).

Areas of Development

Admittedly, this document makes several changes with respect to previous
magisterial pronouncements and practice. Four significant developments are
evident in this short document. To begin with, the tone throughout presumes
the equality of the various rites within the Catholic Church, and this principle
is made explicit in the opening paragraphs: ‘‘These individual churches both
Eastern and Western . . . are of equal rank, so that none of them is superior to
the others because of its rite [Eaedem proinde pari pollent dignitate ita ut nulla
earum ceteris praestet ratione ritus]’’ (OE 3).4 This statement, while having an-
tecedents in previous papal pronouncements, also represents a development
from an earlier perspective, in which the Latin rite was considered to be pref-
erable to other rites. The latter notion appears, for example, in Pope Benedict
XIV’s encyclical, Allatae sunt, promulgated in 1755: ‘‘Since the Latin rite is the
rite of the Holy Roman Church and this Church is mother and teacher of the
other Churches, the Latin rite should be preferred to all other rites.’’5 Another
instance of development appears in chapter 9, where the patriarchs of the
various churches are granted the right to establish eparchies, or dioceses, and
appoint bishops within the traditional territories of their jurisdiction. This
allowance represents a development from previous practice, in which patri-
archal synods were allowed to make recommendations only to the Apostolic
See, which would thenmake the final selection.6 In chapter 13, Eastern Catholic
priests are permitted to administer the sacrament of chrismation, as is the
Eastern custom. This allowance represents an official reversal of the pro-
scription issued by Pope Pius X in 1907, which forbad Ruthenian Catholic
priests from administering this sacrament in the United States.7 Finally, the
decree acknowledges that communicatio in sacris constitutes a ‘‘more relaxed’’
regulation, which is justified by solicitude for the sacramental needs of both
Catholic and Orthodox faithful and as a means to further union with the
Eastern Orthodox churches.

Development and Ressourcement

Clearly, therefore, this decree does not merely reiterate previous magisterial
pronouncement but makes some significant developments. Judgment as to the
continuity of these developments with ecclesial tradition, broadly considered,
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requires situating these changes within the history of previous magisterial
pronouncements on the subject. With regard to the first instance of develop-
ment, the assertion of the equality of all rites, I have already mentioned
the directly contrary statement of Allatae sunt. The latter statement occurs in
the context of a prohibition of transfer from the Latin to the Greek rite, which is
significantly complemented by discouraging the reverse phenomenon of
transfer from the Greek to the Latin rite. However, as a bald statement of the
superiority of the Latin rite, this assertion is relatively isolated. On the contrary,
we find numerous examples of expressions of praise and honor directed at the
Eastern churches. Vatican II’s understanding was closely anticipated by Pius
XII in his 1944 encyclicalOrientalis Ecclesiae. There, the appellation of ‘‘Mother
Church’’ was applied not to the Roman Church per se but rather to the com-
munion of all of the rites. The context again had to do with the transference of
rites, though this time the intent was to reassure Eastern Christians who de-
sired communion with the Catholic church: ‘‘[They] should have full assurance
that they will never be forced to abandon their legitimate rites or to exchange
their own venerable and traditional customs for Latin rites and customs. All
these are to be held in equal esteem and equal honour, for they adorn the
common Mother Church with a royal garment of many colors.’’8

With regard to the reversals of disciplinary injunctions that had previously
curtailed the powers of patriarchal synods to choose their own bishops and for-
bade priests from administering the sacrament of confirmation, the text leads
us to see that the point in both cases is to recover the more authentic tradition
of the Eastern churches. Thus, in both cases we find language of restoration to
more ancient tradition: ‘‘Following the most ancient tradition of the Church
[secundum antiquissimam Ecclesiae traditionem], special honor is to be given to
the patriarchs of the Eastern Churches, since each is set over his patriarchate as
father and head. Therefore this holy council enacts that their rights and priv-
ileges be restored in accordance with the ancient traditions of each Church
[instaurentur iuxta antiquas traditiones uniuscuiusque Ecclesiae] and the decrees
of the ecumenical councils’’ (OE 9).9 Moreover, ‘‘the established practice with
regard to the minister of Confirmation, which has existed among Eastern
Christians from ancient times is to be fully restored [disciplina . . . ab anti-
quissimis temporibus apud Orientales vigens plene instauretur]’’ (OE 13).10

Finally, the significant development of allowing for communicatio in sacris
between Catholic and Orthodox is foreshadowed in earlier pronouncements
that stress the proximity of the two churches in matters of faith and ritual. So
Leo XIII, in his encyclical Praeclara gratulationis of 1894, expresses hope for
reestablishing communion with the Orthodox churches: ‘‘so illustrious in their
ancient faith and glorious past. . . .We hope it all the more inasmuch as the dis-
tance separating them from us is not so great. Indeed, with some few excep-
tions, we agree so entirely on other heads, that in defense of the Catholic faith
we often have recourse to reasons and testimony borrowed from the rites and
customs of the East.’’11

What is striking about all of these developments is that they share a mo-
tivation to return to the sources of the Church’s ancient tradition. The dignity
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of the Eastern churches is affirmed by special reference to the antiquity of its
traditions, and initiatives are taken to restore these traditions to their original
state. However, perhaps a more significant feature of the document is the way
that it situates the whole question of the Eastern Catholic churches within a
radical project of ressourcement. Here again, it is precisely the innovations
within the document that reinforce its recovery of tradition. A comparison
between the opening paragraphs of this document and Pope Leo XIII’s en-
cyclical of 1894, Orientalium dignitas, will clarify the dialectic of development
and ressourcement that we find in this document. The opening statements of
the two documents show a striking similarity, which suggests that the council
fathers were making deliberate, subtle revisions to the encyclical of the pre-
vious century. As with the Vatican II decree, Orientalium dignitas begins with
expressions of appreciation for the heritage of the Eastern churches:

The Churches of the East are worthy of the glory and reverence that
they hold throughout the whole of Christendom in virtue of those
extremely ancient, singular memorials that they have bequeathed to
us. For it was in that part of the world that the first actions for the
redemption of the human race began, in accord with the all-kind plan
of God. They swiftly gave forth their yield; there flowered in first blush
the glories of preaching the True Faith to the nations, of martyrdom,
and of holiness. They gave us the first joys of the fruits of salva-
tion. From them has come a wondrously grand and powerful flood
of benefits upon the other peoples of the world, no matter how far-
flung. . . . It has most especially been the habit of the Roman Church,
the head of all the Churches, to render to the Churches of the East
a great degree of honor and love in remembrance of the Apostles, to
rejoice in her turn in their faithful obedience. Amidst changing and
difficult times, she has never failed in any way in farsightedness and
acts of kindness to sustain them against the forces that would strike
them again and again, to hold fast to those that were overwhelmed, to
call back those in discord with her.12

Several motifs within this opening encomium are fairly representative of
pronouncements on the Eastern churches prior to Vatican II.13 The churches
of the East are accorded special honor, which is specifically linked to the
antiquity of the Eastern heritage. It is customary to provide an outline of the
illustrious features of this ancient heritage, with special reference to the wit-
ness of sanctity and martyrdom. The beautifying influence of the Eastern
heritage on the Catholic Church is typically described in poetic images; the
Eastern churches are described as ‘‘ jewels,’’ ‘‘ornaments,’’ ‘‘flower in first
blush,’’ and so on. While the Roman church rejoices in the ancient beauty of
the Eastern churches, it is depicted as helper and guardian of the Eastern
heritage. The relation of the Roman Church to the Eastern churches is gen-
erally depicted in terms of activity rather than receptivity; it is characterized as
helper and guardian of the Eastern heritage, rejoicing in the latter’s obedience.
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In the opening statements of Vatican II’s Orientalium Ecclesiarum we find
a similar expression of the honor to be accorded to the Eastern churches, but
there is also a significant development in the articulation of this praise. The
document largely dispenses with the plethora of poetic images that appear in
earlier documents in favor of doctrinal language that links the value of the
Eastern churches specifically with the Church’s task of holding fast to revealed
tradition: ‘‘The Catholic Church values highly the institutions of the Eastern
Churches, their liturgical rites, ecclesiastical traditions, and their ordering of
the Christian life. For, in those churches, which are distinguished by their
venerable antiquity, there is clearly evident that tradition which has come from the
apostles through the Fathers, and which is part of the divinely revealed, undivided
heritage of the Universal Church [elucet ea quae ab Apostolis per Patres est traditio,
quaeque partem constituit divinitus revelati atque indivisi universae Ecclesiae pa-
trimonii].’’14

In light of this statement, the earlier lavish praise of Leo XIII’s encyclical
becomes conspicuous for falling short of saying outright that the Eastern
churches are cobearers of the tradition [traditio] of the universal Church,
speaking more evocatively and with less doctrinal force of ‘‘those extremely
ancient, singular memorials that they have bequeathed to us [pervetustis rerum
monumentis eisque insignibus commendata].’’ Moreover, anticipating Dei ver-
bum, the Vatican II document considers this tradition of which the Eastern
churches are bearers to be integral to the manifestation of Divine Revelation:
‘‘a tradition . . .which is part of the divinely revealed, undivided heritage of the
universal Church.’’ With this situating of the issue of relations with the Eastern
churches as pertaining directly to divine revelation, there is also a subtle but
significant change in the expression of an ecclesiology.

As previously noted, earlier documents tend to depict the Roman Church
as beautified by the ‘‘ jewel’’ or ‘‘ornament’’ of the Eastern Church and in turn
to be its guardian and benefactor. In this decree, however, the Roman Church
stands alongside the Eastern churches as corecipients of an integral divine re-
velation. It is not so much an issue of the ‘‘Eastern tradition,’’ which the Roman
Church appreciates and protects, but an inalienable aspect of divine revelation,
which is granted to the whole Church. This point is made even more forcefully
a little later in the document: ‘‘History, tradition, and very many ecclesiastical
institutions give clear evidence of the great debt owed to the Eastern Churches
by the Church Universal. Therefore the holy council not merely praises and
appreciates as is due this ecclesiastical and spiritual heritage, but also insists
on viewing it as the heritage of the whole Church of Christ’’ (OE 5).15

The foregoing comparison of the opening statements of Pope Leo XIII’s
Orientalium dignitas and Vatican II’s Orientalium Ecclesiarum illuminates the
dialectic of continuity and development that runs through the latter document.
As we have seen, the Vatican II document takes up a tradition of praise and
esteem found in earlier magisterial pronouncements regarding the Eastern
churches. However, whereas earlier documents expressed such praise in poetic
terms, Vatican II sees the relationship between the Roman Church and the
Eastern Catholic churches as a question that bears directly on the Universal
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Church’s reception of revelation in tradition. It is this fundamental insight that
grounds the document’s overarching project of effecting a restoration of the
heritage of the Eastern Catholic churches. For this reason, it affirms the equa-
lity of Eastern and Western rites, and it does not shy away from reversing
earlier practices and pronouncements that seemed to dilute the distinct inte-
grity of the Eastern churches. The developments thereby introduced are con-
sistently oriented toward a restoration of the traditions of the Eastern churches
for the sake of a ressourcement that would enable the Universal Church to
enjoy a more integral reception of divine revelation. Orientalium Ecclesiarum
thus stands as a prime example of development—not away from but toward—a
fuller recovery of the Church’s tradition.
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The Decree on the Instruments

of Social Communication,

Inter Mirifica

Richard John Neuhaus

‘‘The original language of Christianity is translation.’’ So I was told by
a missionary priest in Nigeria. The language of Judaism is Hebrew,
and the language of Islam is Arabic. But what is the language of Chris-
tianity? While Catholicism has a particular, although now attenuated,
attachment to Latin, the language of Christianity is the language most
appropriate to communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ. This un-
derstanding is reflected also in Inter mirifica, the Decree on the In-
struments of Social Communication.

The new curial dicastery called for by the decree is called the
Pontifical Council for Social Communication. Some have remarked
that ‘‘social communication’’ is an awkward construction. Isn’t all
communication, by definition, social? When the council adopted the
decree, it was suggested that the document was something of a de-
parture from earlier magisterial texts. The Church has always em-
phasized that human beings are by nature social, but the social groups
that received attention were the family, work associations, national
societies, and so on. Themedia ‘‘instruments’’ discussed by the decree,
it was said, are creating something new: a communications society.
Many years later, after the ‘‘digital revolution’’ began to take off in the
1990s, people would speak of this communications society as ‘‘the
global village.’’ One could argue that Inter mirifica was prescient in
anticipating this development. There is some evidence in the text itself
to support that argument.

For a decree that deals with the news media, Inter mirifica has
generally received bad press. More often, it has simply been ignored.
Certainly it does not figure prominently in most accounts of the coun-
cil. That is understandable. It is one of the first two documents the
council approved (with a vote of 1,960 to 164) at the final meeting of



the second session, on December 4, 1963. The other document approved that
day was the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy.

Benedict XVI has spoken about the two hermeneutics of the council: one
of rupture and one of continuity. According to the first, a great divide or
rupture exists between the ‘‘pre-Vatican II Church’’ and the ‘‘post-Vatican II
Church.’’ That trope has dominated and bedeviled the interpretation of the
council for four decades. I have written elsewhere that perhaps the greatest
single achievement of the long pontificate of John Paul II was the establish-
ment of a controlling hermeneutic of the council, and it is emphatically one of
continuity.1

Yet the reception of Inter mirifica was marred in many circles by devotion
to the hermeneutic of discontinuity. In these circles, the controlling rubric was
very simple: Change is good, and continuity is bad. In the Abbott edition of the
documents of the council, the introduction to this decree quotes the great
ecumenist, Father GustaveWeigel, S.J. ‘‘The decree does not strike me as being
very remarkable,’’ said Father Weigel. ‘‘It is not going to produce great chan-
ges. It does not contain novel positions, but gathers and officially states a
number of points previously stated and taught on a less official level.’’2

In the same volume, the response by Stanley I. Stuber, an American
Baptist who was an official observer at the council, was even harsher: ‘‘Behind
the puritanical and restrictive language [of the decree] there are outdated ele-
ments which, if forced to their ultimate conclusions, would condone censor-
ship, favor management of news, and promote a purely ‘Catholic’ religious
philosophy of pre-council isolationism.’’ Moreover, ‘‘it also presents several
propositions which, if taken seriously, would disrupt, if not curtail, the chief
aspects of Pope John’s aggiornamento.’’3

Clearly Mr. Stuber’s judgment—shared by many, and especially by jour-
nalists, at the time—is unequivocal: ‘‘It is because the instruments of social
communication are so vital to the advancement of the Christian cause in the
world, where they are needed most of all, that, although we cannot accept this
decree as it now stands, we do take courage in the fact that it is surrounded by
the progressive spirit of the council. Therefore its inherent dangers may in
practice be eliminated and its preachments may in reality be developed to the
benefit of all concerned.’’4When translated, this would seem tomean that Inter
mirifica may not do much damage if it is conscientiously ignored.

Needless to say, this is not a judgment easily squared with a faithful
Catholic’s assent to the Spirit-guided teaching of the council. But it is impor-
tant to understandwhy some, including faithful Catholics, were so disappointed
by the decree. In February 1964 Father John Sheerin, then editor of The
Catholic World, published ‘‘The Communications Decree: Why the Dissent?’’
(At that time, the word ‘‘dissent’’ was not as theologically freighted as it would
become after, for instance, the organized opposition to Humanae vitae in
1968.) Father Sheerin’s tone was less one of dissent, as that term is commonly
used today, than of disappointment at a missed opportunity. He and others
were also worried that the decree could be misused to support the employment
of social communications for the purposes of ‘‘propaganda,’’ in the pejorative
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meaning of that term. (And there is almost no nonpejorative use of ‘‘propa-
ganda’’ in contemporary discourse.)

The disappointment with the decree is not a great puzzlement. The media,
with Xavier Rynne of the New Yorker in the lead, had carefully orchestrated
expectations of novelty, even revolution, from the council. And here was the
document on, of all things, the media, and it seemed in many ways to be the
same old thing. Admittedly, when the decree was adopted, the tone of council
documents had not yet developed in a more dialogical, rather than admonitory,
mode. The council fathers speak in the voice of ‘‘Mother Church’’ and express
their confidence that ‘‘all the sons of the Church will cordially welcome and
religiously observe this program of precepts and guidelines’’ (IM 24). The title
Inter mirifica suggests a sense of openness and wonder, while the diction of the
decree seems at times more like a laying down of rules.

It is no part of Catholic orthodoxy that the Holy Spirit guarantees that the
teaching of the truth will be done with literary grace and persuasive argument.
What might be called the tonalities of the decree leave much to be desired.
There is a certain defensiveness in speaking of the numerous problems and
abuses connected with the instruments of communication. Obviously, such
abuses abound, but one might have wished for more of an exploratory reflec-
tion on opportunities. Then too, it is said that the decree tends to speak of the
Church as an institution concerned about protecting its own institutional in-
terests, rather than the Church as a ‘‘sacrament’’ in service to the world, a
theme developed so powerfully in the council’s later deliberations.

Much of this is simply to say that Inter mirifica came early on in the de-
velopment of the council’s way of speaking. It was adopted before the council
found its characteristic voice, so to speak. However, if the manner of expres-
sion reveals inadequacies, it is not so much a failure to reflect the theme of
aggiornamento as a failure to fully reflect the twin—and, I suggest, the more
important—theme of the council, ressourcement. In Lumen gentium, Dei ver-
bum, and Gaudium et spes, to cite three notable examples, one witnesses the
Church reappropriating the fullness of her tradition through the centuries in
order to more boldly engage the challenges of the contemporary world. Inter
mirifica, by comparison, sometimes has the feel of an extended memorandum
produced by a curial committee.

All that having been said, however, the decree bears witness to abiding
truths of which we need always to be reminded. The document begins with the
assertion that, in all things, including the instruments of communication, the
Church has the ‘‘duty to preach the news of redemption’’ (IM 3). The media are
one means among others ‘‘for the formation of Christians and for every activity
undertaken on behalf of man’s salvation’’ (IM 3). Critics have seen in these
opening passages a narrow, institutional self-interest in how the media can
serve the Church. Communicating the gospel, however, is not institutional
self-interest but the constituting mandate and raison d’être of the Church.

The bishops go on to say, ‘‘On religious shepherds devolves the task of so
training and directing the faithful that by the help of these instruments [of
communication], too, they may pursue their own salvation and fulfillment, and
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that of the entire human family’’ (IM 3). I do not think that the bishops are here
claiming a special expertise in the employment of the media but are ac-
knowledging their responsibility in spiritually forming Catholics in developing
and exercising such expertise. This becomes more evident in the second
chapter of the decree, in which the council fathers call for the establishment of
programs of training in communications at Catholic institutions of higher
learning. Four decades later, there are many such programs, although it seems
doubtful that many of them are marked by the concern for evangelization
espoused by Inter mirifica.

In article number 5, we are told that ‘‘there exists within human society a
right to information about affairs which affect men individually or collectively,
and according to the circumstances of each.’’ This may seem to be a rather
vague generalization, but it is worth remarking that we may have here for the
first time in such an authoritative teaching document the affirmation of a
‘‘right to information.’’ This is not a right to any and all information. First of
all, the information must be true, and then it should be communicated in a
manner ‘‘as complete as charity and justice allow’’ (IM 5).

In view of today’s commercial and personal ambitions in attracting media
audiences by any means, including ever more meretricious programming, one
may think the bishops naive in speaking about holding the media accountable
to the norms of truth, charity, and justice—or even elementary decency. But we
remember that the bishops are here addressing themselves to the Catholic
faithful, who are responsible for acting with an informed conscience. One
might observe that the moral degeneration of the media, in the fields of both
news and entertainment, in subsequent decades makes this teaching of the
decree all the more urgent.

As with other documents of the council, Inter mirifica underscores that the
chief responsibilities of the laity are in the temporal realm. ‘‘It is the laity’s
particular obligation to animate these instruments [of communication] with a
humane and Christian spirit’’ (IM 3). It is a great irony that, in the aftermath of
the council, many interpreted its teaching to turn the energies of the laity
toward seeking a greater influence in the government of the Church. All too
often, this ecclesiocentric turn quite eclipsed the council’s bold call for the laity
to be the Church in the world. That call is clearly evident in Inter mirifica.

Although the decree has been criticized for being excessively negative on
the abuses of the communications media, one might better describe it as
realistic about the distortions occasioned by the ‘‘base desires in man, wounded
as he is by original sin’’ (IM 7). Realistic, too, is the recognition that in dramatic
presentations ‘‘the narration, description, or portrayal of moral evil can indeed
serve to make man more deeply known and studied,’’ but always with the goal
‘‘to reveal and enhance the grandeur of truth and goodness’’ (IM 7). In sub-
sequent years it has become all the more obvious that such an unapologetically
moral purpose is required to challenge the media’s obsession with the morally
shocking, debased, and ‘‘transgressive.’’

In response to moral protests against offensive content, the contemporary
masters of the media commonly respond that nobody is forced to watch or
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listen to such programming. The decree acknowledges the element of choice
but further notes that choice is attended by duty. ‘‘Special duties bind those
readers, viewers, or listeners who personally and freely choosewhat thesemedia
have to communicate’’ (IM 9). With the digital revolution bringing the Internet
and unforeseeable possibilities in the future, communications have become
much more interactive and less a matter of simply ‘‘receiving.’’ Of the res-
ponsibility of parents to see that the faith and good morals of children are not
jeopardized by degrading materials, the decree says, ‘‘Let them see that such
things never cross the thresholds of their homes and that their children do not
encounter them elsewhere’’ (IM 10). It is an admonition that parents beyond
number struggle to implement—with increasing difficulty.

As for the responsibility of civil authorities, article 13 affirms the freedom
of the press while, at the same time, calling for government to enact and
energetically enforce laws against abuses that pose ‘‘serious danger to public
morals and social progress’’ (IM 12). How this should be done is left undefined,
which has given rise to complaints that the decree condones government
censorship. Except, however, for libertarian absolutists, most would agree that
the civil authorities have a necessary role (and in most countries they do
exercise a role) in limiting some forms of expression, notably in the broadcast
media. Even so, with changing technology and the proliferation of broadcast
media, such limits are increasingly attenuated. Moreover, in ‘‘developed’’ so-
cieties, where the very idea of public morals is widely viewed as antiquated, one
might be tempted to view the directives of the decree as well intended but
futile. Nevertheless, such governmental responsibility and authority are es-
tablished in principle, and Catholics are enjoined, no matter how adverse the
circumstances, to press the possibilities of implementation.

The second chapter of the decree directs attention to the pastoral efforts of
the Church and calls on the laity to generously support both a ‘‘Catholic press
worthy of the name’’ (IM 14) and efforts by both laypeople and ecclesiastical
authority to foster films, television, and other media in harmony with ‘‘the
natural law and Catholic teachings and precepts’’ (ibid.). Now in place is
the aforementioned pontifical council and, in the United States and elsewhere,
the communications offices connected with episcopal conferences. Especially
in this country, sundry media projects sponsored by ecclesiastical authority
have not been conspicuously successful. In addition, the Catholic press has, in
readership if not in quality, dramatically declined.

The decree concludes with the hope that ‘‘all the sons of the Church will
cordially welcome and religiously observe this program of precepts and
guidelines’’ and will thus ‘‘season the earth as its salt, and illumine the world as
its light. The council further entreats all men of good will, especially those who
control these instruments [of communication], to strive to apply them solely for
the good of mankind’’ (IM 24). In view of the current state of the media, one
may be forgiven for thinking that entreaty is more in the nature of a wan hope.
Nonetheless, it is the Church’s task to teach and entreat ‘‘in season and out of
season,’’ as Paul writes Timothy (2 Tim 4:2), and Inter mirifica is faithful to that
mandate.

the decree on the instruments of social communication 355



What some criticize as the narrow and cramped vision of the decree may
also be understood as reflecting a certain modesty and clarity about the
Church’s distinctive role in the modern world. The decree calls for a world of
communications that is very different from the one that we have. It envisions
social communications in the service of morality, truth, charity, and the
common good. But it also recognizes the limits of what the Church can do to
bring about such a change—calling upon faithful Catholics to exercise their
influence in trying to effect the transformation envisioned.

The decree affirms the specific and proper concern of the Church with
respect to the media, namely, the ‘‘duty to preach the news of redemption’’ (IM
3). In its modesty and clarity, the decree is similar to Pope Benedict XVI’s first
encyclical, Deus caritas est. There the pope recognizes the daunting demands of
justice in a world wracked by injustices beyond number; Catholics and others
with a rightly formed conscience should, he says, work to remedy such in-
justices, according to their discernment of their own responsibilities and
callings; however, nobody should be deluded into believing that a just world
will be securely established short of the promised coming of the Kingdom of
God. Meanwhile, Benedict writes, the specific and proper ecclesial mission of
the Church—the mission of the Church qua Church—is to proclaim, exem-
plify, and eucharistically celebrate the radical truth that God is love—Deus
caritas est.

Similarly, Inter mirifica, after surveying the complexities and challenges of
social communications—complexities and challenges that have become only
more daunting in the years since the council—is anchored in the truth that
what is specific and proper to the mission of the Church is the proclamation of
the redeeming gospel of Jesus Christ. Were ecclesial leadership and Catholics
in the media focused on that task, many other ills might be remedied as well.
By an imaginative engagement of the culture and its means of social com-
munications, the Church can again demonstrate that the original language of
Christianity is translation.
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The Declaration on Religious

Liberty, Dignitatis Humanae

F. Russell Hittinger

When Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican Council in
1962, most observers understood that the council would need to ad-
dress the issue of religious liberty in the civil sphere.1 Early drafts of a
statement on relations between Church and state were included in
a schema on the Church. At the close of the council’s first session, the
subject was moved over to the schema on ecumenism. Finally, at
the third session in the fall of 1964, after some 380 amendments, the
schema on religious liberty had become an independent document. It
was not so clear, however, whether to undertake a general reconsid-
eration of principles or to confine its work to a policy statement. All
of these questions—where to place the statement, what title to give it,
the range of its content and mode of treatment—reflect the troubled
history of Church and state in the modern period.

A century earlier, at the First Vatican Council (1869–1870), the
question of the Church’s liberty and authority ad intra was taken up
and to some extent resolved. The council affirmed papal jurisdiction
over the whole Church.2 Such affirmation was deemed necessary be-
causemany of the European states asserted that local churches enjoyed
civil liberty only in union with the state and that the state had power
to superintend the offices and properties of the Church. The new
governments born and reborn in the revolutions of the nineteenth cen-
tury seized ecclesiastical properties, abolished monasteries and reli-
gious orders, liquidated or took over seminaries and parochial schools,
controlled the flow of communication between Rome and dioceses,
and, in many instances, asserted the right to veto, nominate, and even
appoint ecclesiastical authorities. The new states used older ecclesio-
logical doctrines of the supremacy of the local or national church vis-
à-vis Rome. In France, for instance, this was called Gallicanism; in



Germany, Febronianism; in Austria, Josephetism; in Italy, Riccism.3 The ec-
clesiologies of the ancien régime were restored in the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries to express the power of the new nation-states.

Consequently, issues of ecclesiology were deeply interwoven in the mél-
ange of disputes between the Church and the states. Vatican I rejected root
and branch the ecclesiology of Gallicanism. In so doing, the council resolved
a narrow but important part of the problem of the Church’s authority and
liberty—at least ad intra. Vatican I’s basic proposition concerned whether
the liberty of the Church had to be answered in terms of its unity and whether
its unity required communion with the bishop of Rome. In short, Vatican
I concluded that Catholic bishops were not functionaries of the state or of
national churches.

Pastor aeternus, issued on July 18, 1870, infuriated the European powers.
The Austrian government promptly cancelled its concordat with Rome and
claimed that the papacy after July 19, 1870, was not the same government with
which it had negotiated. In Prussia, Bismarck initiated the infamous Kultur-
kampf, during which time (1873–1887) more than half the Catholic hierarchy
in Prussia were imprisoned for refusing to comply with laws that gave the state
power over the ordinary Church government. Although the immediate effect
of Vatican I was to exacerbate the suspicion—and sometimes the outright
belligerence—of the European states toward the Church, the council saved the
Church’s internal structure one generation before the European powers com-
mitted a kind of international and cultural suicide in the trenches of World
War I.

At Vatican I, some theologians and bishops lobbied for a conciliar state-
ment that would specifically address the Church-state problem and perhaps
even go so far as to doctrinalize various papal decrees against the new states.
The Syllabus of Errors, issued in conjunction with the encyclical Quanta cura
(1864),4 listed erroneous propositions, many of which concerned matters of
civil governance. In the first month of the council, a draft of De Ecclesia Christi
was leaked to the German press.5 Of special interest were its five chapters and
twenty-one canons on Church and state.6 From the standpoint of the late twen-
tieth century, the material in these chapters and canons would be regarded as
unproblematic. For example, chapter 10 declares the Church a ‘‘perfect soci-
ety’’ that has its own public law (completed in the 1917 and 1983 Codes of Canon
Law). Chapter 13 insists that God is the author of both ecclesiastical and po-
litical societies, that they coexist with their own respective spheres of law, that
they ought to help each other, and that the state should respect the rights of
the Church. Chapter 14 rejects the idea that political morality consists only of
principles of utility and public opinion and that rights of religion depend upon
political expedience. Chapter 15 enumerates rights of the Church in matters of
education, seminaries, religious orders, and property. The canons, too, would
be familiar to anyone who has read Dignitatis humanae. For example, the can-
ons reject the propositions that ‘‘all rights among men are derived from the
political State, and there is no authority but what is communicated by it’’ (can.
19); that ‘‘the supreme rule of conscience for public and social actions lies in
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the law of the political State, or in the public opinion of men’’ (can. 20); and
that ‘‘it belongs to the Civil Power, by virtue of its supreme authority to judge
and decree in matters of religion’’ (can. 21). Given the taut emotions besetting
the relationship between the papacy and the European governments at that
time (highlighted in 1870, when the pope lost his jurisdiction over the city of
Rome and declared himself a prisoner in the Vatican), cooler judgment pre-
vailed. There would be no conciliar decree or declaration on Church and state.7

From 1870 until the end of World War II, the problem of the Church’s
liberty ad extra was pursued in two ways. First, popes issued encyclicals and
other directives on the Church’s relation to civil governments. Leo XIII (1878–
1903) wrote some one hundred ten encyclicals and other teaching letters, more
than thirty of which dealt in one way or another with civil government and the
Church’s relationship to it. While some of the Leonine encyclicals would not
outlast the particular occasion or problem they addressed, others were mas-
terpieces of political theology that would transcend the era.8 Second, through
the diplomatic instrument of concordats,9 the Church attempted to protect its
liberty country by country. Most famous was the 1801 Concordat with Napo-
leon, which lasted until 1905. Several dozen other concordats were signed with
European and South American regimes.

The most striking thing about this period is that, although the Church was
equipped on the one hand with philosophical and theological doctrines on the
relationship between Church and the states (in the abstract), and on the other
with an ad hoc diplomatic policy realized via concordats, the Church lacked a
middle-level policy that could bring together the speculative and diplomatic
poles. During the nineteenth century, the Congregation for Extraordinary
Ecclesiastical Affairs, first brought into being during the French Revolution,
became part of the popes’ ‘‘kitchen’’ cabinet. The title of this curial department
conveys a sense of that era. Although it can be labeled the era of Catholic
intransigence—against the revolutions, against confiscation of Church prop-
erties, against usurpation of the papal states, and indeed against modernity
itself—a more apt characterization is the era of emergency. As political
Christendom crumbled under the revolutions of the nineteenth century and
then vanished altogether in the wars of the twentieth century, the situation was
politically so volatile as to defy the development of a single policy on the part
of the Church.

The Church’s contemporary doctrine of religious liberty began in the
1940s, during the pontificate of Pope Pius XII (1939–1958). First, as a Vatican
diplomat and secretary of state and then as pope during the SecondWorld War
and its aftermath, Pius XII demonstrated a keen interest in precisely the
issues—theoretical and practical—necessary to develop an articulated papal
position on Church and state. His Christmas addresses in 1942 and 1944
represented a significant breakthrough in the Roman estimation of the mod-
ern states. It was Pius XII who abandoned the older Roman policy of intran-
sigence toward modern democratic governments and who began the process of
making the necessary distinctions for shaping a new approach to Church-state
relations. In this regard, Pius XII can be credited with two things. First, he did
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not speak as though theChurchwere still situatedwithin political Christendom.
Second, he took as normative the democratic regimes’ self-understanding of
the nature and scope of their authority: namely, as governments legally limited
by constitutions and morally limited by a commitment to human rights.10

Though Pius XII was critical of certain aspects of democratic government, his
concerns were expressed in the manner of an internal, rather than a merely
external, criticism. Contemporary teaching on Church and state unfolds in
terms that are recognizably Pian.11

The Second Vatican Council

The Second Vatican Council addressed the issue of the Church’s liberty, both
ad intra and ad extra. With respect to the former, the most important sources
for examination are the Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium, 1964)
and the Decree on the Office of Bishops (Christus Dominus, 1965). As for the
latter, the main sources are the Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World (Gaudium et spes, 1965) and the Declaration on Religious Liberty (Dig-
nitatis humanae, 1965).

Dignitatis humanae is the text that will serve as the anchor of my exposition
and analysis. The reason is easily explained. Dignitatis humanae attempts to
supply what had been missing for two centuries, namely, a ‘‘middle-level’’
position that unifies principle and policy. Before I turn toDignitatis humanae, it
is necessary to describe the relevant details of the declaration during and after
the council.

At the ninth public session of Vatican Council II, on December 7, 1965,
Pope Paul VI promulgated the Declaration on Religious Liberty. There were
more non placet votes registered for Dignitatis humanae than for any other
document the council approved.12 Since 1965, the far Left and the Right
have been in heated agreement that this pamphlet-sized document augers a
revolution. Archbishop Lefebvre, for example, refused to sign it and would
eventually lead a schismatic movement based in part on his displeasure with
Dignitatis humanae.13 Even those who are not interested in radicalizing Dig-
nitatis humanae have tended to make claims on its behalf that extend beyond
what the document actually says.14

In order to properly interpret Dignitatis humanae, one should remember
that it is a middle-level approach to the cluster of problems and issues sum-
marized under the rubric ‘‘religious liberty.’’ It is not a complete exercise in
either the theory or the practice of Church-state relations. The relationship
between Church and state (and more broadly between religion and society) is
an enormous subject, thrown across a vast historical, social, philosophical, and
theological canvas. In order to understand Dignitatis humanae, one must de-
lineate the range of problems that were put on the council’s table. Compared
with the great conciliar constitutions (for example, Lumen gentium andGaudium
et spes), where the council broadly spoke its mind and supplied exceedingly rich
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contexts for taking stock of things, Dignitatis humanae is very short, terse, and
anything but loquacious.15

Situating the Issues

At the council, the subject of religious liberty was considered and debated in
light of three different models of how the Church might be situated vis-à-vis
temporal authorities. The models were not merely abstract, for each had a his-
torical track record.

The first model is that of political Christendom. Since the eighth century,
the Catholic Church was wedded to Western society in the form of a single,
though differentiated, corpus mysticum. Today, many speak of a theologico-
political, or Church-state, ‘‘problem.’’ For centuries, however, Church and state
formed a single body, internally differentiated by two authorities, each of which
was thought to share in Christ’s triplex munus of priest, prophet, and king. The
king participated in Christ’s rule pedes in terra (feet on earth), while the epis-
copal authority imaged Christ’s rule caput in caelo (head in heaven). As Ernst
Kantorowicz noted in The King’s Two Bodies, nearly a millennium of Church-
state relations in the West was conducted within a model that is scarcely
imaginable to the contemporary mind.16 Today one rarely thinks of the state
as a body, much less one shared with the Church. Although the organic model
that governed the relationship between Church and state underwent many
permutations, it nonetheless persisted in one form or another into the nine-
teenth century. At each step along the way, the language of self-governance
changed, for both the Church and states, according to new notions of what
it meant to be a juridical and moral person or self.17 Despite the variety and
permutations of the model, Leo XIII generally summarized it in Immortale Dei
with the phrase Fuit aliquando tempus: ‘‘There was once a time when States
were governed by the philosophy of the Gospel.’’18

This is not the forum to detail this complicated, fascinating, and often
troubled history. Although this model was for the most part practically obsolete
by the time of the Second Vatican Council, it was not entirely defunct. A scat-
tering of countries still gave special recognition to Catholicism, either by way
of constitutional law or concordat. Moreover, centuries of Church teaching
were developed within the orbit of this model, including the papal encyclicals
of the nineteenth century. Although recent popes never taught that harmo-
nious relations between the Church and civil government require special as-
sistance and recognition of the true religion by the state, such was the ideal.
This ideal was rooted in two points of theology. First, the obligation to recog-
nize and serve the truth of religion is not restricted to individuals. Societies, as
well as individuals, bear an obligation to perform acts that satisfy the virtue
of religion. Of course, precisely how societies are to do so without usurping the
functions of the Church has been a complicated and controverted issue from
the beginning of political Christendom in the West. Second, the kingship of
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Christ is both spiritual and temporal. It would be a contradiction of funda-
mental Christology to believe that Christ’s reign is only spiritual.

Undoubtedly certain bishops and theologians wanted this model to be the
crucible ofDignitatis humanae and thus vindicate either the Left or the Right on
matters of Church doctrine, the modern revolutions, and the general situation
of the Church in modernity. Most bishops wanted a useful middle-level state-
ment that would change the emphasis of the Church’s teaching without
contradicting fundamental theology. Dignitatis humanae adopted a carefully
calculated silence on the establishment of religion, at least insofar as it was
understood according to the older model.

The second model can be called the neutralist or separationist regime,
according to which the Church enjoys a negative liberty vis-à-vis civil authority.
What is most important is the ground of the negative liberty. It is one thing to
say that a government constitutionally, by positive law, lacks authority over
matters religious (for example, ‘‘Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion’’); it is quite another thing to assert that government
on principled grounds must remain neutral on religion as such. Both are ca-
pable of generating a kind of negative liberty. The latter example, however, has
more far-reaching implications. The neutralist regime can imply: (1) a radical
privatization of religion—at its most extreme refusing to recognize the moral
and juridical status of religious bodies; (2) a reduction of the moral and ju-
ridical status of the Church to that of other private associations; and (3) a denial
that civil authority has any participation in the veridical order of truth.

Although the bishops were not experts in political philosophy, they were
most likely not unfamiliar with the general lines of the neutralist regime.
Furthermore, whereas the bishops remained mostly silent about political
Christendom, they were careful to frame the civil right of religious liberty in
such a way that it did not imply either a theoretical or practical endorsement
of neutralism.

The third model has already been mentioned. This is where the status and
liberty of the Church are conflated with the status and liberty of the state itself.
In modern times, this model goes back to the Peace of Augsburg (1555), which
effected a settlement of religious conflict in Germany on the basis of the
formula cuius regio, eius religio (‘‘whoever rules, his religion’’). Far from being a
flimsy legal device for a temporary modus vivendi in Germany, cuius regio
established itself as a fundamental doctrine of state during the age of abso-
lutism. In Catholic nations, cuius regio often vested itself in the titles and
claims of ancient Christendom (for example, ‘‘the Most Christian Prince,’’
‘‘Monarch, by the Grace of God’’), when princes were sworn to a quite different
ideal of service to the Church. It was not always easy to distinguish where cuius
regiomeant princely service and protection of the Church according to the first
model and where it amounted to a thinly disguised hijacking of the Church by
the temporal authority. It was in the interest of the regalist party to obfuscate
and to make the new doctrine look like the old one. For the bishops at the
Second Vatican Council, this model was well known. Not only had it bedeviled
Church-state relations in Europe for three centuries, but it had also reappeared
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in the communist states after World War II in the form of puppet churches.
Interestingly, when the archbishop of Krakow died in 1962, the Polish govern-
ment vetoed seven candidates before agreeing to Karol Wojtyla, who proved to
be problematic for them after his election as pope in 1978. The communist
state’s exercise of the traditional right of the placet had nothing to do with po-
litical theology, but it showed clearly enough the perdurance of the cuius regio
doctrine. Bishop Wojtyla of Krakow became a major player on the committee
that drafted Dignitatis humanae.

Interpreting the Silence about Establishment

In Dignitatis humanae, article 1, the reader finds a clear statement of the scope
of the declaration: ‘‘So while this religious freedom which men demand in
fulfilling their obligations to worship God has to do with freedom from coer-
cion in civil society, it leaves intact the traditional Catholic teaching on the
moral duty of individuals and societies toward the true religion and the one
Church of Christ.’’

It might prove surprising, if not frustrating, that Dignitatis humanae puts
to one side theoretical treatment of the issues that directly touch, in American
terms, upon establishment of religion. Instead, Dignitatis humanae treats the
civil liberties required for the protection and fulfillment of the duty of man to
worship God. Undoubtedly, the discussion of religious liberty will have im-
plications for the establishment of religion. One implication is mentioned very
briefly in Dignitatis humanae, article 6. In circumstances in which one religion
is given ‘‘special civil recognition,’’ the rights of other citizens and religious
communities should be ‘‘recognized and respected.’’

A reader might reasonably say, after all these centuries of church and
society constituting a kind of corpus mysticum and after all the various and
sundry establishments of religion, it hardly seems possible that the ‘‘official’’
reckoning with this history would be reduced to the disclaimer in article 1,
regarding what the council leaves untouched, and the rather terse sentence
of article 6 on the need for the state to respect the rights of minorities in
situations in which the Church is privileged in the constitution or by a con-
cordat, or treaty, between the state and the Holy See. The correct response is
that it is not possible because Dignitatis humanae does not undertake such a
reckoning. For the Second Vatican Council, it was quite enough to tackle the
problem of the religious civil liberties of individuals, communities, and the
Church herself.

In addition to the fact that the drafters of Dignitatis humanae could not
agree on how to formulate and resolve every problem, we can offer other rea-
sons for their decision to emphasize religious liberty rather than the estab-
lishment or disestablishment of religion. First, it would have taken a Hercu-
lean effort to sort through fifteen hundred years of history for the purpose
of identifying which governmental expressions of Catholicism (or for that mat-
ter, of religion) were good, merely acceptable, or unacceptable. Second, by the
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1960s the most pressing problems facing the Church were how to induce
secularist regimes to respect freedom of religion and how to use the Church’s
moral and spiritual resources to support constitutionally limited government
in the wake of the world wars. Third, although it might come as a surprise
to many American jurisprudents, the Catholic Church did not, and does not,
believe that disestablishment is a principle superior to free exercise.

Finally, both Vatican II and John Paul II addressed the need for a theology
of social liberty, especially in regard to the laity and sacralization of culture.
Gaudium et spes,19 article 43, invites the laity ‘‘to impress the divine law on
the affairs of the earthly city’’ (lex divina in civitatis terrenae vita inscribatur). The
Decree on Laity, Apostolicam actuositatem, similarly notes at article 7 that ‘‘the
whole Church must work vigorously in order that men may become capable of
rectifying the distortion of the temporal order and directing it to God through
Christ.’’ The Catechism of the Catholic Church asserts that ‘‘the social duty of
Christians is to respect and awaken in each man the love of the true and the
good. It requires them to make known the worship of the one true religion
which subsists in the Catholic and apostolic Church. . . .Thus, the Church
shows forth the kingship of Christ over all creation and in particular over
human societies.’’20

In a certain respect, this theological reflection has just begun. One can see
why, in 1965, it would have been precipitous to force Dignitatis humanae to
attempt to resolve the issue of how religious liberty and confession of religious
truth on the part of civil society might be synthesized in a distinctly contem-
porary mode—one in which democratic institutions prevail, the civil liberties
of all are duly honored, and christianization or rechristianization has pro-
gressed to the point that the essence of the Gospel has worked its way into a
fully public manifestation. Dignitatis humanae does not rule it out, but by the
same token it does not bring it into view as a pressing problem. Just as Dig-
nitatis humanae does not revisit all of the past problems, it refuses to project
its teaching, by way of hypothesis, into the distant future.

Dignitatis humanae therefore declares: (1) that the Church ought to be free
to be about its business, which includes the obligation of the laity to sacralize
culture, (2) that everyone has the duty and therefore the right to freely fulfill
their obligation to worship God, and (3) that this right ought to be given con-
stitutional expression. I use the term ‘‘everyone’’ because Dignitatis humanae,
article 6, insists that the duty to respect involves ‘‘individual citizens, social
groups, civil authorities, the Church and other religious communities.’’ I take
this to mean that, whatever relationship might obtain between the Church and
civil society and regardless of what the state does or does not do, everyone must
respect liberty against external coercion in matters religious. That includes the
imaginary scenario of a culture successfully evangelized. The Church declares
itself to be a claimant and a supporter of this order of liberty with respect to
the duties of the state and to the wider and deeper order of human society.

Thus, the council adopted a centrist position. It identified the principles
proximate to the relevant subject (immunity of individuals and religious com-
munities from external coercion), it drew a conclusion in the practical order
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(constitutional recognition of the principles), it took note of a few possible
implications (what must obtain in states that give special recognition to Ca-
tholicism), and it remained discreetly silent about the rest, especially about
governmental exemplifications of religious truth. This silence can be fairly
interpreted as meaning that the Church does not rest its case for liberty on the
confessing state. It would be a mistake to make Dignitatis humanae say any-
thing more—or less. One might ask whether Dignitatis humanae is completely
silent, however, on the posture of government toward truth. The answer is no.

Rejection of Liberal Neutrality

The first part of Dignitatis humanae (nos. 2–8), titled Libertas religiosae ratio
generalis, treats religious liberty according to the general principle of human
dignity. The dignitarian position is developed in terms of natural law.21 In
explicating the ratio generalis, the council had to distinguish its position from
what I have called the liberal model. The liberal model can generate a negative
liberty in the civil order in either the natural law or liberal paradigm. First, one
could argue that the individual enjoys by natural right a self-expressive au-
tonomy, untethered to any antecedent obligation. This kind of liberal digni-
tarian position exists in recent U.S. constitutional law, specifically in privacy
and free-exercise case law.22 Dignitatis humanae, article 2, however, asserts that
‘‘the right to religious freedom has its foundation not in the subjective attitude
of the person, but in his very nature.’’ This ‘‘nature’’ is not known exclusively
from thin considerations, denuded from every theological and religious source.
Second, one could also argue that government is incapable of making judg-
ments on matters religious. In his Memorial and Remonstrance, for exam-
ple, James Madison insisted that ‘‘Religion is wholly exempt from its cogni-
zance.’’23 Dignitatis humanae, articles 5–6, on the other hand, contends that
government has an obligation to promote the free exercise of religion.

Dignitatis humanae, article 3, states that man has been made to participate
in divine governance. The Eternal Law sweetly (suaviter) disposes man to fulfill
his duty to know and to assent to the truth. Such reference to Wisdom 8:1 has a
long history in Catholic theology. It was one of Saint Thomas’s favorite biblical
texts for describing divine governance.24 In recent times, popes have cited the
passage in order to admonish governments to heed the divine exemplar (Mit
brennender Sorge and Summi pontificatus, for example).25 Before the state im-
poses its laws and sanctions, men are already moved by God through the
causality of their own nature to seek and adhere to religious truth. Religious
obligation is a principle antecedent to human custom and positive law. Thus,
Dignitatis humanae does not proffer a merely anthropocentric doctrine of con-
science: ‘‘It is through his conscience that man sees and recognizes the de-
mands of the divine.’’26

Therefore, the right of religious liberty is situated in something more
than a mere faculty of liberty. Conscience is the mediation of a discourse
betweenman and God.Dignitatis humanae, article 3, appeals to Saint Thomas’s

the declaration on religious liberty 367



discussion of divine authority over the actus interior, the interior act of human
judgment and conscience, and article 2 insists that ‘‘acts of this kind cannot be
commanded or forbidden by any merely human authority.’’ Coercion of con-
science, then, violates human dignity and divine right (DH 3): ‘‘To deny man
the free exercise of religion in society, when the just requirements of public
order are observed, is to do an injustice to the human person and to the very
order established by God for men.’’

Thus, Dignitatis humanae goes on to say that limits on religious liberty, as
regards the actus exterior, have to be derived from that same order. The passage
just cited uses the phrase ‘‘when the just requirements of public order are
observed.’’ As various drafts of Dignitatis humanae were debated, Bishop Karol
Wojtyla of Krakow made a crucial intervention when he asked that Dignitatis
humanae, article 7, make clear that when the state limits liberty, it do so ordini
morali objectivo conformes—‘‘in conformity with the objective moral order.’’27 In
Catholic parlance, this means in accordance with natural law. The qualifica-
tion was necessary for two reasons. First, the qualification emphasizes that
external limits on freedom are not drawn from principles completely alien to
those that ground religious liberty itself. The common good and individual
conscience are not located in separate orders of moral truth. Second, the quali-
fication was necessary in order to make clear to the communist states that
‘‘public order’’ cannot be a pretext for overriding basic moral principles.28

Negative liberty is therefore developed by Dignitatis humanae in terms of
the substantive obligation of individuals to pursue, assent to, and order their
lives according to religious truth. Because the principle expresses an obligation,
it cannot be reduced either to individual liberty or to governmental incompe-
tence. When government recognizes the right of religious liberty, it is not
respecting an empty liberty. Moreover, Dignitatis humanae contends that the
absence of human authority over the interior act of conscience requires gov-
ernment to respect not only the individual’s psychological dimension but also
God’s jurisdiction. Thus, natural law creates a norm for what constitutes an
ultra vires act on the part of government.

Positively, government, ‘‘the purpose of which is the case of the common
good in the temporal order, must recognize and look with favor on the reli-
gious life of citizens.’’ However, ‘‘if [the government] presumes to control or
restrict religious activity it must be said to have exceeded the limits of its
power’’ (DH 3). Here, then, is the proposition. Government should actively
promote, but not usurp, religious acts. While Dignitatis humanae does not try
to provide a list of policies that would comport with religious liberty, Dignitatis
humanae, articles 5–6, explicitly mentions facilitating the right of parents to
have their children educated religiously.

Dignitatis humanae advocates a robust policy of ‘‘accommodation’’ not
dissimilar to Zorach v. Clauson29 and Wisconsin v. Yoder.30 Yet, by way of com-
parison, these two decisions are not entirely apt because both are set within
the context of the Supreme Court’s neutralist/separationist doctrine.31 Since
Everson v. Board of Education,32 the court has held that the establishment
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clause forbids government at any level from aiding and promoting religion—
not just preferential aid to a particular denomination or religion, but aid to re-
ligion in general. In Lemon v. Kurtzman,33 the prohibition on preferential aid
was expanded to include the intention and motivation of legislators, who are
constitutionally bound to have ‘‘secular’’ intentions.34 The court interprets
Madison to mean that government must not ‘‘cognize’’ matters religious—not
just to refrain from imposing its jurisdiction over religion but to make no
judgments according to dictates of religion.

Over the fifty-plus-year career of separationist jurisprudence, the free ex-
ercise clause has become like an appendix that cannot do any useful work;
correlatively, when it works, it conflicts with the establishment clause.35 The
core problem is the separationist logic. Because free exercise of religion seems
to favor rights of religion (in contrast to, say, free exercise of sport),36 U.S.
courts seem increasingly comfortable reducing specifically religious claims to
those of free speech or free expression. By making one government duty reside
in the establishment clause and another reside in protection of free speech, the
court does not have to balance two facets of religion in public life. The price
paid for this bifurcation of religious issues is that, rather than enjoying a
substantive right to religious liberty, citizens enjoy an all-purpose right to free
speech, which cannot be limited by restraint as to content, religious or oth-
erwise.37 In effect, religious liberty is rendered completely subordinate to a
doctrine of disestablishment. Religious liberty can therefore materialize only
by migrating to another sector of the First Amendment—usually freedom of
speech.

This is not the place to consider the confusions and dead ends of U.S. First
Amendment jurisprudence vis-à-vis religious liberty. What matters, though, is
thatDignitatis humanae does not create such confusion. Of course, this is easier
said than done because Dignitatis humanae prescinds, for the most part, from
concrete matters of policy, where conflicts inevitably arise. Even so, it is im-
portant to note that Dignitatis humanae does not embody a separationist or
neutralist logic.

The second point is that, on the issue of the competence of government in
Dignitatis humanae, article 3, the second schema, the Declaratio prior, said that
the ‘‘State is not qualified [ineptam esse] to make judgments of truth in religious
matters.’’ After vigorous debate, this sentence was abandoned in the penulti-
mate draft—and for good reason. First, it might have been construed to mean
that government lacks even the epistemic warrant to judge that religion is
good, thus undercutting the argument of Dignitatis humanae itself; second, it
could obscure the responsibilities of government on mixed matters, such as
marriage and abortion; third, it almost certainly would have favored the neu-
tralist and indifferentist doctrines that Dignitatis humanae otherwise took such
great pains to avoid. While it is true that it does not provide a detailed map of
the acceptable range of government’s cognizance of religion, Dignitatis hu-
manae does not remove government altogether from the veridical order—that
is, the order of truth—in matters religious.38
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Rejection of Cuius Regio

Dignitatis humanae is unusually loquacious about an important problem: the
freedom of the Church. The most critical passage is found in article 13:

Among those things which pertain to the good of the Church and
indeed to the good of society here on earth, things which must ev-
erywhere and at all times be safeguarded and defended from all harm,
the most outstanding surely is that the Church enjoy that freedom of
action which her responsibility for the salvation of men requires. This
is a sacred liberty with which the only begotten Son of God endowed
the Church, which he purchased with his blood. Indeed it belongs so
intimately to the Church that to attack it is to oppose the will of God.
The freedom of the Church is the fundamental principle governing
relations between the Church and public authorities and the whole
civil order.

In human society and in the face of government the Church
claims freedom for herself in her character as a spiritual authority,
established by Christ the Lord, upon which there rests, by divine
mandate, the duty of going out into the whole world and preaching the
Gospel to every creature. The Church also claims freedom for herself
in her character as society of men who have the right to live in society
in accordance with the precepts of the Christian faith. . . .

Ecclesiastical authorities have been insistent in claiming this in-
dependence in society. At the same time the Christian faithful, in
common with the rest of men, have the civil right of freedom from
interference in leading their lives according to their consciences.
A harmony exists therefore between the freedom of the Church and
the religious freedom which must be recognized as the right of
all men and all communities and must be sanctioned by constitu-
tional law.

Whereas Dignitatis humanae proceeds cautiously on other questions, the
wording here at article 13 is decisive: ‘‘the most outstanding surely is that the
Church enjoy that freedom of action which her responsibility for the salvation
of men requires.’’ Such freedom is called ‘‘sacred’’ (libertas sacra est) because it
is endowed by Christ. Accordingly, the council speaks without qualification of
a ‘‘fundamental principle’’ (principium fundamentale) in the relation between
the Church and governments—one that cannot be unseated by considerations
of ‘‘prudence,’’ whether those considerations be introduced by the Church or
by the state. In reaching this fundamental principle, it was crucial to distin-
guish it from the general right of religious liberty grounded in human dignity.
The Church’s ‘‘sacred liberty’’ stems from divine mandate directly rather than
via secondary causality. This is the reason that Dignitatis humanae, article 13,
speaks of a concordia but not a conflation of the two titles to freedom.
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Unlike the question of whether the state should somehow manifest or
exemplify the claims of the one true Church—a question that Dignitatis hu-
manae declined to treat, even by way of historical survey—Dignitatis humanae
does indeed treat the obverse of that question. It rules out the regalist doctrines
that would make the Church an organ of the state. This is the problem that has
haunted the modern history of Church-state relations (mostly, but not exclu-
sively, in Europe). Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler, bishop of Mainz, whose
thoughts on this subject were influential during the pontificates of Pius IX and
Leo XIII, took sober measure of the cuius regio ideology.39 While giving due
honor to the monarchies of old, Bishop von Ketteler contended that cuius regio
was ‘‘nothing more than destructive idolatry.’’40 Rather than looking to Rome
for a model of independent spiritual authority, the nations wanted to revive the
powers of the ancient Caesars. According to Seneca, Nero said, ‘‘Have I of all
mortals found favor with Heaven and been chosen to serve on Earth as vicar of
the gods? I am the arbiter of life and death for the nations.’’41 Hence, von
Ketteler’s accusation that monarchy at that time amounted to little more than
‘‘pagan ultramontanism.’’42

This history is indisputably the background of Dignitatis humanae, article
13, though the totalitarian regimes of eastern Europe and Asia were likely in the
forefront of the drafters’ minds.43 Dignitatis humanae, article 13, recites prac-
tically verbatim important sentences of Leo XIII’s letter, Officio sancissimo, to
the Church in Bavaria. Bavaria experienced what was called a ‘‘covert Kulter-
kampf.’’44 Pope Leo wrote: ‘‘Of the rights of the Church that it is Our duty
everywhere and always to maintain and defend against all injustice, the first is
certainly that of enjoying the full freedom of action she may need in working
for the salvation of souls. This is a divine liberty, having its author the only Son
of God, Who, by shedding of blood, gave birth to the Church.’’45 As one noted
commentator pointed out, the phrase ‘‘freedom of the Church’’ occurs more
than one hundred times in the Leonine corpus.46

The Church’s formulation of precisely what it rejected in the cuius regio
doctrine was considerably sharpened in the century preceding Vatican II. As
noted earlier, Vatican I announced that the corporate unity of the Church does
not consist of a federation of autonomous local units. During the 1860s Ca-
millo Tarquini developed a canonical position that the Church is a societas
perfecta, which has the ends and powers characteristic of a political community
in its own right.47 Leo XIII frequently reiterated Tarquini’s claim. While the
Church’s authority cannot be reduced to the same proximate source as the
authority of other human communities48 and while its ultimate end tran-
scends that of the state, its constitution nevertheless resembles that of a civil
community. After the Second World War, Pius XII gave two important allo-
cutions on the theme of the Church as a societas perfecta.49 Although the idea of
the Church as a juridical and moral person was not especially new, the em-
phasis placed upon the point represented a change of sensibilities since the era
of political Christendom. In the modern world, the problem was not so much
the establishment of Church by the state but rather its differentiation from the
state.50 What was most important was that the Church could be differentiated
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without reducing itself to the status of other private associations. In other
words, religious liberty considered only in the light of the ratio generalis would
misrepresent what the Church claimed for her own liberty.

Dignitatis humanae, article 13, therefore, should be read alongside the Va-
tican II decree on bishops, Christus Dominus, issued five weeks before Digni-
tatis humanae. Christus Dominus, article 20, states that, ‘‘Since the apostolic
office of bishops was instituted by Christ the Lord and is directed to a spiritual
and supernatural end, the sacred ecumenical council asserts that the compe-
tent ecclesiastical authority has the proper, special, and, as of right, exclusive
power to appoint and install bishops.’’

The finishing touch was made in the 1983 Codex iuris canonici, which
stated that ‘‘No rights or privileges of election, appointment, presentation or
designation of bishops are conceded to civil authorities.’’51

Critics of Dignitatis humanae have complained that article 13, despite its
Leonine credentials, derogates from the tradition of the Church. Although
Dignitatis humanae clearly states the obligation of the state not to absorb the
Church or to regard the Church merely as one private party among others,
Dignitatis humanae, article 13, does not speak of the state’s obligation (ideally)
to confess the true religion. Archbishop Lefebvre, for one, protested that the
line ‘‘Libertas Ecclesiae est principium fundamentale’’ was wrong because
the issue was not merely the state’s duty to the Church but its duty to ‘‘rec-
ognize the social royalty of Our Lord Jesus Christ.’’52 A complete response to
this objection entails a patient and thorough survey of where the conciliar
documents take up the social ramifications of Christ as priest, prophet, and
king. Here it suffices to reiterate a point made earlier, namely that Dignitatis
humanae, article 1, put the issue of corporate obligations to confess the truth to
one side. Instead, the bishops investigated the narrower issue of the civil lib-
erty of human persons in matters religious and subsequently addressed the
question of the liberty and mission of the Church.

Still others have objected that the Church has claimed the wrong principle,
even for Herself. Michael Davies, for example, noted that ‘‘Pope Paul VI made
it clear that he certainly interpreted Dignitatis humanae as meaning that free-
dom alone for the Church can be considered normal in principle.’’53 Davies
referred to Pope Paul VI’s homily at the close of Vatican II on December 8,
1965. On this occasion, the message (Aux governants) was read by Achille
Cardinal Lienart of Lille, France. Davies was perplexed by the sentence, ‘‘she
asks of you only liberty, the liberty to believe and to preach her faith, the
freedom to love her God and serve Him, the freedom to live and to bring tomen
her message of life.’’54 Davies was perhaps misled by John Courtney Murray,
who quoted the same sentence in support of his personal thesis that Dignitatis
humanae renounces all special privileges and establishments for the Church
and that her claim is freedom, nothing more.55

In this case Murray was wrong. In the first place, Murray, who usually
counseled narrow and focused readings of the issues under review, here tried
to make Dignitatis humanae (after the fact of its promulgation) resolve some-
thing that it expressly said it would not take up. In the second place, a doctrinal
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reading of ‘‘nothing more’’ cannot be supported by Dignitatis humanae, which
not only asks the state to preserve liberty within the context of a ‘‘ just . . . public
order’’ but also asks the temporal authorities to appreciate that, according to
the Church’s own understanding, its liberty is grounded in a divine mandate.
Recall the opening words of Dignitatis humanae, article 13: ‘‘Among those
things which pertain to the good of the Church and indeed to the good of
society here on earth, . . . the most outstanding surely is that the Church enjoy
the freedom of action.’’ Indeed, Dignitatis humanae insists that the Church’s
liberty derives first from Christ (hence, the principium fundamentale) and also
(etiam) from her character as a society of men.

After the council, Murray voiced a different opinion: ‘‘This unique theo-
logical title, however, cannot be urged in political society and against govern-
ment. The mandate of Christ to his Church is formally a truth of the tran-
scendent order in which the authority of the Church is exercised and her life as
a community is lived. Therefore it is not subject, or even accessible, to judg-
ment by secular powers as regards its truth or falsity.’’56 However, this was
Murray’s opinion, which in my view is contradicted by Dignitatis humanae and
Gaudium et spes.

In the third place, the sentence that perplexed Davies was taken out of
context. Here is the text of Aux governants read by Achille Cardinal Lienart:

We proclaim publicly: We do honor to your authority and your sov-
ereignty, we respect your office, we recognize your just laws, we es-
teem those who make them and those who apply them. But we have
a sacrosanct word to speak to you and it is this: Only God is great.
God alone is the beginning and the end. God alone is the source of
your authority and the foundation of your laws. Your task is to be in
the world the promoters of order and peace among men. But never
forget this: It is God, the living and true God, who is the Father of
men. And it is Christ, his eternal Son, who came to make this known
to us and to teach us that we are all brothers. He it is who is the great
artisan of order and peace on earth, for He it is who guides human
history and who alone can incline hearts to renounce those evil pas-
sions which beget war and misfortune. It is He who blesses the
bread of the human race, who sanctifies its work and its suffering,
who gives it those joys which you can never give it, and strengthens
it in those sufferings which you cannot console. In your earthly and
temporal city, God constructs mysteriously his spiritual and eter-
nal city, his Church. And what does this Church ask of you after close
to two thousand years of experiences of all kinds in her relations
with you, the powers of the earth? What does the Church ask of you
today? She tells you in one of the major documents of this council.
She asks of you only liberty, the liberty to believe and to preach
her faith, the freedom to love her God and serve Him, the freedom to
live and to bring to men her message of life. Do not fear her. She
is made after the image of her Master, whose mysterious action does
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not interfere with your prerogatives but heals everything human of
its fatal weakness, transfigures it and fills it with hope, truth and
beauty. Allow Christ to exercise his purifying action on society. Do not
crucify Him anew. This would be a sacrilege for He is the Son of God.
This would be suicide for He is the Son of man. And we, his hum-
ble ministers, allow us to spread everywhere without hindrance the
Gospel of peace on which we have meditated during this council. Of it,
your peoples will be the first beneficiaries, since the Church forms
for you loyal citizens, friends of social peace and progress.57

As the text makes clear, Paul VI was not suggesting that the Church’s
liberty consists only of a negative freedom, which is to be discussed (ad extra)
only in procedural terms. Paul VI does not ask the states to establish or even to
privilege Catholicism; rather, he asks them to respect its sanctifying mission
and power in society.58

Conclusion

First, the beginning of wisdom in reading Dignitatis humanae is to respect its
silences. It should not be read as a treatise on the establishment of religion. As
discussed, the silence of Dignitatis humanae on this matter evinces prudence
that should not be dismissed as a mere pragmatic resignation in the face of
disagreement. Moreover, establishment and disestablishment of religionmean
different things, depending on the particular legal culture. As noted in con-
nection with American jurisprudence, Dignitatis humanae’s position on reli-
gious liberty would probably count as favoring the establishment of religion.
Second, we should pay attention to those issues that Dignitatis humanae does
settle. Dignitatis humanae, articles 2–8, advances a principled argument for
religious liberty, grounded not in subjective disposition or in empty liberty but
in man’s nature. Moreover, religious liberty is not subordinated, as it is in U.S.
law, to a neutralist doctrine of disestablishment. How the notion of ‘‘the ob-
jective moral order’’ would permit the state, in particular cases, to limit the
right is not described in any detail. Finally, Dignitatis humanae, article 13,
certainly puts to rest any notion of establishment drawn from the cuius regio
tradition, where the Church is established ‘‘in’’ the state.

In view of the precise points and limits of Dignitatis humanae, three gene-
ral considerations can be concluded. First, Dignitatis humanae provides, at least
in principle, a way to correct the concordat policy that so hampered the Church
prior to World War II. As noted earlier, after 1789, the Church attempted to
protect its liberties by cutting the best deal it could, country by country. Dig-
nitatis humanae provides a framework that effectively integrates principle with
policy and diplomacy, and it does so in language readily identifiable to states.
To be sure, the principles of moral and constitutional liberties are not un-
contested. Significant differences exist among states and international bodies
about the interpretation and application of moral or human rights. The Church
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experiences continuing crises in Africa and Asia, where both individual and
corporate religious liberty remain unprotected. The Chinese government, for
instance, has reserved to itself the right to nominate bishops for the Patriotic
Catholic Association since 1957, and has continued to do so into the pontificate
of Pope Benedict XVI, which shows that the cuius regio doctrine is not com-
pletely dead.59 In Sudan, there is terrible persecution of Catholics. Certain
factions in India reject the idea that the Church is free to evangelize and
incorporate converts. The main point is that Dignitatis humanae spells out
clearly enough what the Church expects in whatever country it finds itself and
not merely by way of a Chinese, a Sudanese, or an Indian policy. While all of
this does not eliminate the need for diplomacy, it mitigates the ad hoc policies
that so limited the Church in the era of concordats.

Second, Dignitatis humanae does not make a new case for the liberty of the
Church. It does, however, recognize that the Church’s claim for its own liberty
must be complemented with a claim for the liberty of others. Such a policy
is necessary for the Church’s credibility and consistency. Provided that one
avoids extreme interpretations, such as conflating the two distinct titles to
liberty, Dignitatis humanae is rightly credited as a major development in the
way the Church situates itself in the political world. The liberty of the Church
does not require political hegemony. On balance, Dignitatis humanae much
better serves the liberty and mission of the Church, which now comprises
more than one billion Catholics, including adherents in missionary lands,
where the Church’s greatest external problem is the lack of constitutionally
protected civil liberty.

Third, Dignitatis humanae represents a broader spirit of detachment from
the problem of the state. Historically, the Catholic Church has been wedded to
many different kinds of political societies. It has tried to achieve some measure
of concordwith ancient emperors (pagan andChristian), tribal chieftains, kings,
leagues of cities, absolute monarchs, colonial governments, revolutionary
governments, and, during the last century, constitutional democracies. This
history is a kind of double-edged sword. On the one hand, whenever the
concord was deep and long lived, the Church became dependent upon a po-
litical culture. The Church, naturally enough, mourned the demise of its own
twin. On the other hand, the long and varied history gives the Church a certain
psychological and spiritual advantage. Having seen so many different regimes
come and go, the Church can cultivate a spirit of detachment.

Detachment has always been understood, of course, from a theological
standpoint. The Church, after all, is in but not of the world. In every generation,
the Church has asserted that she is a society not only different from but also
independent of the state. In the post-1789 world, the Church was forced to
learn (or relearn) how to distance its affairs from the state. Gradually, after
much trial and error, the Roman Church saw how to interpret and adapt itself
to this distance between Church and the state (namely, to a position that is not
a twin of the Church but recognizes, respects, and protects civil liberties). In
the documents of Vatican II and in the work of the present papal magisterium,
the state is an instrumental good whose purpose is to protect the flourishing
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of societies other than the state itself. The twentieth century was a dreadful
school in which everyone, including the Church, had to learn how to demystify
the state. Dignitatis humanae takes a rather sober view of the powers of the
state. Not only does it have nothing to say about the temporal powers that reflect
imago Dei, but it also mentions nothing about the notion of two swords. Rather,
the theological language is reserved chiefly for the Church, family, culture, and
nations.60 Although it must at this point remain a matter of speculation, the
Church’s position today is all the more timely because the nation-states of the
post-Napoleonic world are undergoing a profound transformation. No one is
quite sure what will remain of them in this era of globalization.
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magistère authentique (Abbaye Sainte-Madeleine du Barroux, 1998).

14. See generally Richard J. Regan, Conflict and Consensus: Religious Freedom and
the Second Vatican Council (New York: Macmillan, 1967), 147, who presents an earlier
work by a disciple of John Courtney Murray). See also John T. Noonan Jr., ‘‘Develop-
ment in Moral Doctrine,’’ Theological Studies 54 (1993): 662–77.

15. Dignitatis humanae is a declaratio, which differs from a constitutio and a decre-
tum. Constitutions and decrees have binding force upon the whole Church. A decla-
ration, on the other hand, is reserved for matters and persons who are not under the
public law of the Church. Hence, the document on non-Christian religions (Nostra
aetate, 1965) is also called a declaratio.

16. See generally Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Med-
iaeval Political Theology (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1957).

the declaration on religious liberty 377



17. See generally David Nicholls, Deity and Domination: Images of God and the State
in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (New York: Routledge, 1989). See also Frances
A. Yates, Astraea: The Imperial Theme in the Sixteenth Century (Boston: Routledge & K.
Paul, 1975), who examines the evolving doctrines of political theology in modernity.

18. See Immortale Dei (1885), no. 21. ‘‘There was once a time when States were
governed by the philosophy of the Gospel. Then it was that the power and divine virtue
of Christian wisdom had diffused itself throughout the laws, institutions, and morals
of the people, permeating all ranks and relations of civil society. Then, too, the religion
instituted by Jesus Christ, established firmly in befitting dignity, flourished everywhere,
by the favor of princes and the legitimate protection of magistrates; and Church and
State were happily united in concord and friendly interchange of good offices. The State,
constituted in this wise, bore fruits important beyond all expectation.’’

19. Translation of conciliar documents from Sacrosantum Oecumenicum Conclium
Vaticanum II: Constitutiones, decreta, declarationes (1993).

20. Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 2105. In the material quoted, the Cate-
chism notes Dignitatis humanae 1; Immortale Dei; and Quas primas. Undoubtedly, the
three are cited together to emphasize their continuity.

21. The second part of Dignitatis humanae (nos. 9–15), under the heading Libertas
religiosa sub luce revelationis, focuses specifically on the liberty of the Church. In no. 12 of
his first encyclical, Redemptoris hominis (1979), John Paul II contended that the two parts
be read together. The civil right is grounded in human dignity, not only as it is under-
stood on the historical and philosophical plane but also in light of what the Church
understands about herself:

By Christ’s institution the Church is its guardian and teacher, having been
endowed with a unique assistance of the Holy Spirit in order to guard and
teach it in its most exact integrity. In fulfilling this mission, we look towards
Christ himself, the first evangelizer, and also towards his Apostles, martyrs
and confessors. The Declaration on Religious Freedom shows us convincingly
that, when Christ and, after him, his Apostles proclaimed the truth that comes
not from men but from God (‘My teaching is not mine, but his who sent me,’
that is the Father’s), they preserved, while acting with their full force of spirit,
a deep esteem for man, for his intellect, his will, his conscience and his free-
dom. Thus the human person’s dignity itself becomes part of the content of
that proclamation, being included not necessarily in words but by an attitude
towards it. This attitude seems to fit the special needs of our times. Since
man’s true freedom is not found in everything that the various systems and
individuals see and propagate as freedom, the Church, because of her divine
mission, becomes all the more the guardian of this freedom, which is the
condition and basis for the human person’s true dignity. (no. 34)

22. See Planned Parenthood v. Casey, 505 U.S. 833 (1992). (‘‘At the heart of liberty is
the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe and of the
mystery of human life. Beliefs about these matters could not define the attributes of
personhood were they formed under compulsion of the State.’’)

23. James Madison, ‘‘Memorial and Remonstrance against Religious Assess-
ments’’ (1785), reprinted in Church and State in the Modern Age: A Documentary History,
ed. J. F. Maclear (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 60. The Memorial and
Remonstrance, directed against a pending bill in the Virginia General Assembly,
formed no part of the U.S. Constitution or the Bill of Rights (ibid., 59). It was only after
the Second World War that the Supreme Court made Madison’s remonstrance an

378 part iii: the declarations, dignitatis humanae



interpretive key to First Amendment jurisprudence. See Everson v. Board of Education,
330 U.S. 1, 12 (1947).

24. Of the many uses of Wis 8:1 by Thomas, see Summa contra gentiles III, 97;
Summa theologiae I, q. 22, a. 2; and q. 103, a. 8; I–II, q. 110, a. 2; II–II, q. 23, a. 2, and q.
161, a. 1.

25. Here, Dignitatis humanae, no. 2, cites no. 7 of Pius XI’s encyclical against the
Nazis, Mit brennender Sorge: ‘‘Whoever follows that so-called pre-Christian Germanic
conception of substituting a dark and impersonal destiny for the personal God, denies
thereby the Wisdom and Providence of God who reacheth from end to end mightily,
and ordereth all things sweetly.’’

26. It is the same position argued in Gaudium et spes 16, where conscience is said
to be a sacrarium (a holy place): ‘‘For man has in his heart a law inscribed by God. His
dignity lies in observing this law, and by it he will be judged. His conscience is man’s
most secret core, and his sanctuary. There he is alone with God whose voice echoes in
his depths.’’ This teaching is reiterated by John Paul II in Veritatis splendor: ‘‘Saint
Bonaventure teaches that ‘conscience is like God’s herald and messenger; it does not
command things on its own authority, but commands them as coming from God’s
authority, like a herald when he proclaims the edict of the king. This is why conscience
has binding force.’ Thus it can be said that conscience bears witness to man’s own
rectitude or iniquity to man himself but, together with this and indeed even beforehand,
conscience is the witness of God himself, whose voice and judgment penetrate the depths
of man’s soul, calling him forliter et suaviter to obedience’’ (no. 58).

27. Still, critics complain that Dignitatis humanae adopts an emaciated liberal
notion of public order. To set things absolutely clear, the Catechism of the Catholic
Church, at no. 2109, states: ‘‘The right to religious liberty can of itself be neither un-
limited nor limited only by a ‘public order’ conceived in a positivist or naturalist
manner. The ‘due limits’ which are inherent in it must be determined for each social
situation by political prudence, according to the requirements of the common good.’’
To emphasize continuity with previous teachings, the Catechism cites Pius VI, Quod
aliquantum (1791), and Pius IX, Quanta cura (1864).

28. The issue of public order, or what American jurisprudence would call ‘‘com-
pelling state interest,’’ has a long and troubled history in Catholic relations with modern
states. The first article of the 1801 Concordat with Napoleon reads as follows: ‘‘The
Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman religion shall be freely practi[c]ed in France; its worship
shall be public, in conformity with police regulations which the Government shall judge
to be necessary for public tranquility.’’ Church and State through the Centuries: A Col-
lection of Historic Documents with Commentaries, ed. and trans. Sidney Z. Ehler and John
B. Morall (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1954), 252. From the outset, the Vatican
argued that article 1 was an all-purpose instrument for governmental regulation of the
Church.

29. 343 U.S. 306 (1952).
30. 406 U.S. 205 (1972).
31. See ibid., 234–35n22; Zorach, 343 U.S., 314. The better comparison is to the

Champaign program, which was ruled unconstitutional in McCollum v. Board of Edu-
cation, 333 U.S. 203, 210–11 (1948).

32. 330 U.S. 1 (1947).
33. 403 U.S. 602 (1971).
34. See ibid., 612–13.
35. Justice Potter Stewart noted this problem in his concurring opinion III Sherbert

v.Verner, 374 U.S. 398, 413–18 (1963) (Stewart, J., concurring). In Sherbert, a Sabbatarian

the declaration on religious liberty 379



was denied unemployment benefits because she was unable to work on Saturdays
for religious reasons (ibid., 399). The majority agreed that the free exercise clause
required the state to accommodate her religious beliefs, but the problem of a conflict
between the two clauses was apparent. See ibid., 409–410 (Stewart, J., concurring). The
separationist logic enjoins government from favoring, aiding, promoting, or cognizing
religion, while the free exercise clause commands government to accommodate reli-
gious belief, even in the instance of a law or policy that the state is otherwise entitled to
make. See ibid., 414–15. Justice Stewart noted: ‘‘And the result is that there are many
situations where legitimate claims under the Free Exercise Clause will run into head-on
collision with the Court’s insensitive and sterile construction of the establishment
clause’’ (ibid., 414).

36. See, for example, City of Boerne v. Flores, 521 U.S. 507, 536–37 (1997) (Stevens,
J. concurring). In response to Congress’s bid to codify a broader interpretation of the
free exercise clause, which requires government to show compelling state interest when
its otherwise valid laws impair free exercise of religion, Justice Stevens said, ‘‘In my
opinion, the Religious Freedom Restoration Act of 1993 (RFRA) is a ‘law respecting an
establishment of religion’ that violates the First Amendment to the Constitution. . . .
Whether the Church would actually prevail under the statute or not, the statute has
provided the Church with a legal weapon that no atheist or agnostic can obtain. This
governmental preference for religion, as opposed to irreligion, is forbidden by the
First Amendment’’ (ibid.). The free exercise clause does suggest that religious liberty
enjoys special constitutional favor and protection. U.S. Constitution Amendment I.

37. See, for example, Rosenberger v. Rector, 515 U.S. 819 (1995); Capital Square
Review Bd. v. Pinette, 515 U.S. 753 (1995); Lamb’s Chapel v. Center, 508 U.S. 384 (1993);
Widmar v. Vincent, 454 U.S. 263 (1981); see also Chandler v. James, 180 F.3d 1254, 1265
(11th cir. 1999), which notes that ‘‘government violates the First Amendment when it
denies access to a speaker solely to suppress the point of view he espouses; suppression
of religious speech constitutes viewpoint discrimination, the most egregious form of
content-based censorship.’’ Significantly, the court in Chandler held that while the First
Amendment protects free speech against content discrimination, the Constitution
forbids religiously proselytizing speech by private parties in public schools (ibid.).
Hence, the specifically and substantively ‘‘religious’’ aspect of speech is still intercepted
by the separationist logic.

38. Father Basile’s study has best covered the reason for and implications of
dropping the phrase ineptam esse. See La liberté religieuse et la tradition catholique, par-
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The Declaration on Christian

Education, Gravissimum
Educationis

Don J. Briel

In his overview of Gravissimum educationis, Bishop Johannes Pohl-
schneider argued that the declaration demonstrated both continuity
and progress in relation to earlier Church teaching on the role of re-
ligious education within the Church and civil society. In a later review
of the declaration, Ulrich Gunzer asserted that ‘‘Gravissimum educa-
tionis is an important step between the rather dark, apodictic-sounding
encyclical on education by Pius XI in 1929 and the two communica-
tions by the Apostolic See in 1977 and 1982.’’1 Despite the implicit
critique of the earlier encyclical, Gunzer is certainly correct in arguing
that the council’s declaration drew upon Pius XI’s 1929 encyclical,
Divini Illius Magistri. The declaration presupposed, Gunzer main-
tained, a fundamental continuity with a long series of papal affirma-
tions of the Church’s commitment to the religious education of the
young. He asserted that it was equally insistent in its condemnations
(which extended throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries)
of tendencies toward a state monopoly in education, the violation of
parents’ primary rights in their children’s education, and the Church’s
central role not only in the moral and religious education of the young
but also in their wider educational formation for life in the world and
their preparation for the next. There is, nonetheless, a good deal that
is new in Gravissimum educationis, much of which reflects a rather
more optimistic anthropology and a positive evaluation of emerging
technology that marks the council’s reflections as a whole.

Bishop Pohlschneider suggested that progress beyond the vision
of Divini Illius Magistri can be found in the ‘‘new attitude of open-
ness to the world which is characteristic of Vatican II’’;2 that open-
ness is particularly evident in Gaudium et spes. In the specific case of
Gravissimum educationis, the openness includes going beyond the



limits of a focus merely on the Catholic school by turning the attention of the
Church to the broader need for the Christian education of the increasing
number of Catholic students in non-Catholic schools, especially through the
formation of Catholic teachers for these schools, as well as a new emphasis
on their religious instruction and pastoral care. In addition, Gravissimum edu-
cationis stressed the new realities of technology and communication, which,
though not neglected by Divini Illius Magistri, are portrayed with a particularly
positive emphasis as especially promising for the education of young people
and for fulfilling the newly awakened human desire for participation in society
at all levels. Finally, in light of the council’s pervasive emphasis on human
dignity, the declaration recognized the universal right to education, including
the rights of unbelievers, and the Church’s obligation to participate in con-
fronting the challenges to this universal task of human formation.

However, the general and rather ambiguous notion of this new emphasis
on the openness to the world continued to raise certain difficulties for the
development of a coherent approach to education in the period immediately
following the council. Moreover, it inevitably led to the new reflections from
the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education on the specific challenges and
opportunities of Christian education in The Catholic School (1977), Lay Cath-
olics in Schools: Witnesses to Faith (1982), and The Religious Dimension of Edu-
cation in a Catholic School (1988). As Archbishop Beck of Liverpool pointed out
in a reflection in The Tablet on November 6, 1965, the general trend of the
council’s discussions reflected a shift from the juridical and triumphant no-
tions of the Church. This necessarily involved a move away from the earlier
emphasis on the Church as a perfect society to what Archbishop Beck called
‘‘the more pastoral spirit as ‘the People of God’ on its march through history to
the eschatological destiny, or as the Mystical Body of Christ with each of its
members having a supernatural function.’’3 Although this shift offered certain
pastoral and theological advantages, it also entailed inevitable ambiguities,
especially concerning the relations of the Church and the state with regard to
the emerging demand for universal education and the promotion of oppor-
tunities for social participation. As Beck pointed out, there was ‘‘a tendency in
the final statement to play down the rights of the Church, to stress parental
responsibility and rights, and to emphasize, perhaps a little vaguely, the ap-
ostolic qualities of Catholic education offered by the Church as a voluntary
association. This is a significant change of emphasis and many think that the
council’s statement should for this reason have dwelt more fully on the distinc-
tion between civil society and the state.’’4

A year earlier, Bishop James Malone had stressed the same point in a
speech on the council floor, in which he insisted that a clear and explicit dis-
tinction needed to be made between ‘‘society itself and the state or government
which is society’s political arm or instrument.’’5 Malone referred positively to
Pius XI’s ‘‘great encyclical on education, Divini Illius Magistri,’’ which had
provided a more comprehensive and nuanced account of the complexity of the
relations among the family, the Church, and civil society in the responsibility
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to educate the young. Furthermore, he insisted on the danger (perhaps never
effectively resolved within the declaration) of depending too heavily upon sim-
ply affirming the rights of parents and the Church in the area of education
when confronted with increasingly coercive demands of the state for an edu-
cational monopoly. Rather, he insisted that ‘‘the school is not simpliciter the
extension of the home or family; the teachers are not simpliciter delegates of the
parents or even of the Church. Neither is the school simpliciter the agent much
less the servant of the state. Each agent in education has a proper and legiti-
mate interest in the education of its children, but each from its own point of
view and within the limits of its own competence.’’6

Both Archbishop Beck and Bishop Malone sought to clarify the ways in
which the state and the Church contributed to and articulated the particular
conditions of the common good of civil society, especially in the area of edu-
cation.

In Divini Illius Magistri, Pius XI had drawn upon the language of the three
necessary societies, which are distinct but harmoniously combined by God.
Two of these societies, the family and civil society, belong to the natural order,
while the third, the Church, belongs to the supernatural order. He insisted that
the family comes first, intended by God for the ‘‘generation and formation of
offspring,’’ but he acknowledged that the family is an imperfect society, in-
complete in itself, whereas the civil society is a perfect society because it em-
bodies all that is necessary for the temporal well-being of the community. In
this sense, civil society has a legitimate preeminence over the family, which
must participate in the larger civil society in order to achieve temporal per-
fection. The Church itself is a society ‘‘of the supernatural order and of uni-
versal extent,’’ a perfect society because it has in itself all of the means required
for its own end, which is ‘‘the eternal salvation of mankind.’’7 The pope then
proceeded to develop the necessary interrelations of the three societies and
warned about the increasing tendencies on the part of civil society to repress
the educational rights of families and of the Church and to establish a tyran-
nical control over all forms of education. Such a monopoly would exclude from
the schools all religious and moral formation on the part of the Church and
family and thereby repress the genuine religious and cultural pluralism in-
herent in modern cultures. This threat, identified with remarkable consistency
by popes at least since Pius VII had warned about the increasing danger of
state usurpations of education, took on a new urgency with the emergence of
various totalitarian systems in the twentieth century. In 1937 inMit brennender
Sorge, Pius XI had spoken directly to Catholic parents in condemning the
German Reich’s violation of their parental rights by restricting their children’s
access to Catholic schools; he insisted that ‘‘we should never cease frankly to
represent to the responsible authorities the iniquity of the pressure brought to
bear on you and the duty of respecting the freedom of education.’’8

In Nostis et nobiscum Pius IX had similarly warned in 1849 that the ene-
mies of religion and human society are seeking to corrupt the young by a
perversion of their minds and hearts, and he insisted that the principal aim of
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these efforts was to detach schools from the authority and pastoral care of the
Church. Of course, Pius IX did not hesitate to invoke the privileges and rights
of the institutional Church when it was confronted by the hostility of new
forces of statism, rationalism, racism, and atheism (many of which were cited
as pressing threats to Catholic schools in early drafts of the schema De scholis
catholicis, forerunner ofGravissimum educationis, but were later shifted to other
conciliar texts or eliminated as insufficiently pastoral in tone). In the absence
of a clear sense of the institutional reality of the Church and its relationships
both to the family and to civil society, a certain fundamental ambiguity was
perhaps inevitable. This ambiguity, hardly limited to the council’s reflections
on Christian education, reflected a deeper theological tension, which Joseph
Ratzinger clarified when he emphasized the fact that ‘‘theology still oscillated
between two extremes. There was the enthusiastic affirmation of the world on
the one hand, based on the idea of the Incarnation (and carried to its most
radical point by Teilhard de Chardin) and, on the other hand, a radical theology
of the cross, not by any means lightly to be dismissed as Platonistic or even
Manichaean.’’9

Ratzinger insisted that within this context emerged the recognition of
certain problems to which the council could give no definite answers. He listed
three specific examples: new directions in moral theology; Christian education;
and the reform of canon law. Each would require considerable postconciliar
reflection and debate in order to clarify its specific implications.

Gravissimum educationis begins with a sustained emphasis on the critical
importance of education in the modern world, in which it is both easier and
more urgent to educate both young people and adults. The council fathers
noted an increasing desire on the part of men and women to participate in social
and political life. The development of new technologies, modern scientific de-
velopments, and means of communication has enhanced the ability to forge
new connections with others and increased the general interest in education.

The council noted that the right to an education, especially the primary
rights of children and parents, has been increasingly recognized in a variety
of public documents, including the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) and the Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1959). New
efforts at universal education have begun despite the fact that much of the
world lacks rudimentary education and many others are deprived of an edu-
cation in which the claims of truth and love are interrelated. This stress on the
interrelation of truth and love in a genuine human formation has a consistent
and sustained expression within the declaration. Because the Church has the
obligation to proclaim the mystery of salvation to all and to restore all things in
Christ, no area of human life, even the secular, is alien to man’s heavenly
calling. It is in this wider context that the council identified the general aim of
education: ‘‘For a true education aims at a formation of human persons which
is directed towards their final end and at the same time towards the good of
society of which they are members, and in whose functions, on becoming
adults, they will take part.’’10 In this sense, education will give human persons
an ability ‘‘gradually to acquire a more perfect sense of responsibility in cor-
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rectly improving their own lives by continual effort and in aiming at true
freedom, overcoming obstacles with great courage and perseverance.’’11

This humanistic education will necessarily involve both new approaches to
sex education (in which the interrelation of love and truth is too often con-
spicuously absent) and the acquisition of skills necessary for a productive social
and economic life. But these goals must be pursued within the context of the
right of the young ‘‘to be stimulated to weigh moral values with a correct
conscience, to embrace them with personal commitment, and to know and
love God more perfectly.’’12 The responsibility for this right lies not only with
parents and the Church; rather, all public authorities have the responsibility to
see that young people are not deprived of this sacred right. Members of the
Church have a particular and direct responsibility to ensure that this right is
universally available and to confront the obstacles, financial, geographical, and
cultural, that might impede the fulfillment of that right.

The Church’s obligations to Christian education go beyond the universal
task of forming mature human persons to include the specific obligation of
the formation of the baptized and to gradually introduce them into the mystery
of salvation. In doing so, young people need to become more aware of the gift
of faith; to learn to worship the Father in spirit and in truth, especially in the
liturgy; to be conformed in their personal lives to the new man created in
justice and holiness of truth; to develop to a mature measure of the fullness of
Christ and to strive for the growth of the mystical body; and to become aware
of their calling and thus to contribute to the Christian formation of the world
and to the good of the whole society.

Within this wider context of Christian formation, parents are to be under-
stood as the primary and principal educators, for the family is the first school
of the social virtues and provides the first experience of a wholesome human
society and of the Church. Of course, this insight, already present in the
educational philosophy of the Holy See throughout the last two centuries,
found a newmanifestation in the thought of Pope John Paul II, who insisted in
Familiaris consortio that the family is a community of human life, a community
of persons united in love, and is in this sense the foundation of all of civili-
zation. He insisted that both the history of mankind and the history of salva-
tion pass by the way of the family.

In order to fulfill its educational responsibility, the family needs the help of
the whole community, including civil society, which is required to do all that is
necessary for the temporal common good. There is then a principle of sub-
sidiarity in the relations of families and civil society in which society must
protect the rights and duties of parents and others who share in education and
give them the necessary aid in order for their wishes to be fulfilled. However, in
a special way, the Church too has a responsibility within this broader relation
of obligations: the responsibility of announcing salvation to all, communicat-
ing the life of Christ to believers, and assisting all men and women to come to
the fullness of life. As a mother, the Church must give her children an edu-
cation by which their whole life is imbued with the spirit of Christ. This will
promote the perfection of the human person, the good of earthly society, and
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the building of a world that is more human. Within this larger vision of edu-
cation, one can speak of four specific aims of Catholic education: catechetical
instruction; an education that nourishes life according to the spirit of Christ;
an education that leads to intelligent and active participation in liturgical
mystery; and an education that gives motivation for apostolic activity.

Catholic schools have a special role to play within this larger context of
Christian education. It arises out of the ‘‘primary and inalienable right and
duty of parents to educate their children.’’ Public authorities have a funda-
mental obligation to support this right and to guarantee it in terms of public
subsidies (GE 6). Any attempt to impose a monopoly of education is opposed
to the native rights of the human person. Archbishop Beck had argued that
Christian education could no longer be understood ‘‘in a narrow and negative
sense as the specific privilege of a closed community.’’13 Rather, within the
larger civil society, the Church plays an indispensable moral and religious
role on which the common good of that society as a whole ultimately depends.
Clearly, the council sought to overcome the perceived alienation of the Church
from the world and to insist on their ultimate complementarity within the
mystery of salvation, in which all are called to work ‘‘for the restoration of all
things in Christ.’’14 Beyond this, the council insisted that all schools, secular as
well as religious, must incorporate moral and religious instruction within their
curriculum. In this sense, the Church has an obligation to serve the religious
needs of Catholic students in non-Catholic schools. This can be accomplished
through the profound witness of Catholic teachers and by the apostolic activity
of fellow Catholic students. In addition, the Church must make available the
ministry of priests and trained laypeople who can present to these students
the doctrine of salvation. It is the particular duty of parents to ensure that their
children receive this doctrine, and civil authorities are called upon to protect
these rights within the context of a religious pluralism that increasingly defines
modern cultures.

Catholic schools are called to create ‘‘the atmosphere of the school com-
munity, animated by the evangelical spirit of freedom and love. Its function is
to help adolescents to develop their own personalities in such a way that they
may at the same time grow according to the new creation which they have
become through baptism’’ (GE 8).

It is in this sense that alumni of Catholic schools are to become a saving
leaven within the broader human community and that Catholic schools con-
tinue to retain the utmost importance within the larger task of Christian ed-
ucation. This ‘‘privileged’’ position of Catholic schools, criticized by some
council fathers (especially from parts of Latin America), must be seen, then, in
the light of the special responsibility of Catholic school graduates to contribute
to the universal task of Christian education.15

The council stressed the central role of Catholic teachers in the schools and
mandated that suitable preparation in both secular and religious knowledge be
made available for their full formation. These teachers, ‘‘intimately linked in
charity to one another and to their students and endowed with an apostolic
spirit,’’ can not only by their formal instruction but also by the quality of their
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lives bear witness to Christ, the unique teacher. As such, teaching is a genuine
and vital apostolate of the Church, one that is affirmed in a manner unique
within the conciliar texts in the conclusion of Gravissimum educationis. The
declaration recognized that significant new efforts for the formation of Cath-
olic faculty were a pressing requirement.

In addition to existing elementary and secondary school programs, the
council acknowledged a need for new professional and technical schools, new
centers for adult education and for students with special needs, as well as new
schools to prepare a new generation of teachers for religious and general
education. In all of its educational apostolate, special attention should be given
to the needs of the poor, not only those in economic poverty but also those who
are deprived of the assistance and affection of a family or who are strangers to
the gift of faith.

Within the context of higher education, the declaration affirms a need for
individual subjects to be pursued ‘‘according to their own principles, method
and liberty of scientific inquiry’’ so that a deeper understanding may be gained
according to the example of the doctors of the Church, especially Saint Thomas
Aquinas. This is necessary in order to attain a more extensive realization of
the ultimate harmony of faith and science. For this reason, the Church must
also have a living and critical presence within secular institutions. The council
recognized that, in order to meet these broad goals, a new and sustained
collaboration on the diocesan, national, and international levels would have to
occur.

In 1966 Joseph Ratzinger had referred to Gravissimum educationis as un-
fortunately a rather weak document. A year later he was more specific about
the declaration’s particular limitations and strengths within the context of the
council’s larger work. He indicated that ‘‘One unfortunately has to say that
the text wasn’t treated by the council fathers with any specific affection,’’ and
from his point of view this is a further indication that the council members
were tiring as they moved toward conclusion.16 As a result, the declaration
failed to develop all of the possibilities of education implied by the anthro-
pology of the council. However, this should not be understood as a weakness;
rather it implies a task left for future generations, who will still be guided by
faith but will function in a situation different from that of the council. In order
to address that task, the Church would have to confront the apparent conflict,
unresolved in Gravissimum educationis, that was implicit in its oscillation be-
tween a modern view of the human person, the emerging, progressive hope of
technological developments, and a biblical language that seemed somehow not
fully compatible with the progressive optimism of the council’s anthropology.
This oscillation is often expressed within the council texts as a dilemma that
involves the claims of faith and the claims of freedom. For Ratzinger, this is
manifested in a primary way in the council’s account of the relationship of
the Christian and the Church to the technological world, for he saw an
emerging position ‘‘which seeks to solve the problem by identifying to a high
degree Christian hope with modern confidence in progress.’’17 This led Rat-
zinger to suggest that, despite all disavowal, there remains in the council’s
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anthropological statements ‘‘an almost naive progressivist optimism which
seemed unaware of the ambivalence of all human progress.’’18 This led him
to raise the question—crucial to a coherent account of the Church’s role in
education—of the relation between this progressivist view and Christian hope,
for he again insisted that the world is not redeemed by machinery but by love,
a love seen without illusion. The task then would be for the Church to ‘‘es-
tablish critical norms by which to judge the technological.’’19 But how might
this critical hope be realized in a new understanding of the role of Christian
education within the larger progressivist impulse of modern cultures?

Of course, it would be a mistake to think that the council’s optimism about
the emerging world of technology and social communication was simply
misplaced. Ratzinger insisted that the council, in a historic opening to the
world, does not ‘‘bemoan and deplore’’ the new situation but rather begins by
‘‘delimiting its [the Church’s] own sphere of competency.’’ Faith offers guid-
ance about the origins and destiny of man’s life, but it does not provide ready
answers for all specific questions. This new humility before the complexity of
the emerging technological culture was perhaps initially expressed by many
in Catholic education in a rather naı̈ve affirmation of the liberating power of
new technologies and an emphasis on the autonomy of civil society’s new and
mature vision of human life.20However, the larger question of this new human
situation would require much more careful analysis and interpretation in the
future, for the triumph of technology produces ‘‘a new orientation toward
human existence, based on the opportunity to make things functional in the
service of man. But this alters the basic relation of man to reality. He now views
reality essentially from a functional point of view. He no longer approaches the
world from the viewpoint of contemplation and wonder, but as one who
measures, weighs and acts.’’21 This new functional account of the human
person increasingly defined the basic philosophy of educational reforms of the
next generation and had a considerable impact on the vision and educational
philosophy of Catholic schools and universities.

Less than five months after the council, Ratzinger, then professor of dog-
matics and the history of dogma at the Catholic theology faculty at Tübingen,
addressed German Catholic lay leaders. He questioned the significance of the
council’s general understanding of the human person for education (April 23,
1966, at Bad Honnef ). In the first part of his reflections, Ratzinger dealt with
the anthropology of Gaudium et spes and its explicit significance for education
and cultural formation. Having served on the preparatory commission for
the pastoral constitution, Ratzinger referred to the foundational character of
the anthropology developed in Gaudium et spes for the whole of the council. He
argued that the other council documents (and in a special way the declaration
on Christian education) elucidate, unfold, and concretize that anthropology in
very important ways.

Unlike several of his other commentaries on the council from these years,
Ratzinger’s essay here does not address the differences of opinion among the
participants at the council, but it does speak to the contemporary ambivalence
of the human situation that the final text intends to articulate. Despite accu-
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rately perceiving and criticizing the self-delusion that often accompanies
contemporary accounts of the historical character of humanity and the new
humanism of our own age, the council also acknowledged in a radically new
way the unique need and opportunity to develop global responsibility and
solidarity as the necessary but not sufficient condition of attaining the abiding
vocation of full humanity. The ambivalence of our times is reflected in the
‘‘danger and necessity’’ of speaking today of the human being as a project of
history. These particular historical challenges form the context for under-
standing what the council has to say about education and cultural formation.
Not every change that calls for a new embrace of global responsibility is hu-
manizing, but the task of humanization will not be fulfilled without embracing
the historical demands of our time for greater responsibility. Ratzinger insisted
that new approaches to education must be viewed within this larger anthro-
pological context.

Under the heading of responsibility and brotherhood, Ratzinger moved
beyond Marxist and liberal market visions of progress and indicated that uni-
versal progress cannot dispense with older self-understandings of humanity,
but neither will these older notions be realized today without a new, more
human extension of technology. An adequate vision of the future would also
require the renewal and deepening of Christology in order for us to understand
more fully the demand and possibilities of this humanizing promise of the
modern age. This would be one of the most significant challenges for the
Church in responding to the emerging claims of a contemporary technological
culture.

Ratzinger argued that certain implications for education were drawn di-
rectly from the pastoral constitution itself. In coining and using (and from
Ratzinger’s point of view, perhaps overusing) the word responsibilitas, the coun-
cil underlines a central focus of its anthropology. The corresponding freedom
and autonomy to embrace this responsiveness has theological, Christologi-
cal, and properly anthropological justification, as well as a Trinitarian dimen-
sion, all of which encourage as never before the pluralization and specializa-
tion of education, along with the perennial and now ever more acute need for
synthesis.

When Ratzinger treated specifically the issue of Catholic schools, he ar-
gued that such schools cannot be insisted upon merely for the sake of the
Church’s institutional self-affirmation but only insofar as they are genuinely
schools in the common understanding of the term and also truly Catholic.
He argued that the text of Gravissimum educationis says too little about uni-
versities and theological faculties. However, he pointed out that ‘‘the text does
still stress that quality must come before quantity, something that sadly is not
accepted by all.’’22 Ratzinger went on to suggest that the declaration implies
that the need to improve quality restricts somewhat the exclusive claims of
any given university or theological faculty to an autonomous pretension to
excellence. In order to achieve the larger renewal of a Catholic vision of the
intellectual life, ‘‘The faculties’ accomplishing their goal demands a limitation
of the solitary claims of any given institution.’’23 The need for an integrated and
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organic expression of the distinctive claims of Catholic higher education would
be taken up later by Pope John Paul II in the apostolic constitution Ex corde
Ecclesiae.

Gravissimum educationis insisted that the larger task of explicating, clari-
fying, and developing the basic principles of the declaration remained to be
accomplished, and it urged the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education,
bishops’ conferences, canonists, and the faithful to take up the challenge to
draw out the fuller implications of the declaration’s teachings for an applica-
tion to the specific conditions of modern cultures. The Congregation for Cath-
olic Education fulfilled Gravissimum educationis’s explicit charge to develop
more fully the declaration’s affirmations of Christian education and the spe-
cific role of Catholic schools in three documents: The Catholic School (1977);
Lay Catholics in Schools: Witnesses to Faith (1982); and The Religious Dimension
of Education in a Catholic School (1988). In each of these documents, the
congregation (with perhaps a greater awareness of the specific dangers of an
increasing secularization of modern culture) reaffirmed the substance of the
council’s declaration on the central importance of Christian education and
articulated more clearly certain modern obstacles to the Catholic school’s
ability to realize its goal of ‘‘the development of man from within, freeing him
from that conditioning which would prevent him from becoming a more fully
integrated human being.’’24

There is also a clearer recognition in these three documents that the
withdrawal of religious orders and priests from ministry in Catholic schools
and the relatively inadequate formation of new lay faculty has presented a
situation in which it is increasingly evident that many schools had now become
only nominally Catholic. They often strongly affirm the need for a ‘‘clear re-
alization of the identity of a Catholic school and the courage to follow all the
consequences of its uniqueness’’25 and warn that the educational aims of
Catholic schools demand ‘‘constant self criticism and return to basic princi-
ples.’’26 There is also a strongly worded caution that Catholic schools do not
provide ‘‘a quick answer to contemporary problems, but they give a direction
which can begin to solve them.’’27 This suggests that the tendency to pursue
contemporary relevance risks the loss of a prophetic and specifically Catholic
educational mission. The three documents increasingly express concern for
the pastoral and theological formation of lay faculty and for a conscious and
explicit emphasis on the distinctiveness of a Catholic philosophy of education,
one that cannot be measured simply by efficiency.

In its 1982 statement on the role of lay faculty in Catholic schools the
congregation reiterated Newman’s distinction between professional instruc-
tion in which one transmits a body of knowledge and education that aims to
form the human person as a whole. In this sense, the lay teacher shares in the
witness of the faith and, in order to realize that vocation, must receive a for-
mation in social virtues for the common good in order to contribute to the
creation of a civilization of love. The congregation noted that the prospects for
Catholic education have to be evaluated within a context of realism combined
with hope. It pointed out the significant obstacles to the realization of an
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organic Catholic philosophy of education: ‘‘Identity crisis, loss of trust in social
structures, the resulting insecurity and loss of any personal convictions, the
contagion of a progressive secularization of society, loss of the proper concept
of authority and lack of a proper use of freedom.’’28

The congregation affirmed Ratzinger’s earlier recognition of the tension
between the theology of the cross and the optimistic language of human
progress in the council’s texts. It warned Catholic teachers of the dangers of
the general atmosphere of secularization and unbelief and cautioned against
a mentality that is merely experimental and critical. Moreover, it insisted on
the central importance of leading students to an awareness of the transcendent
and disposing them to welcome revealed truth. Lay teachers were explicitly
encouraged to recall their obligations to assist students in forming a sense of
their vocations within the Church and their obligations to participate in its
sacramental and liturgical life; teachers would achieve this task most effectively
through the personal witness of their own lives. From the point of view of
Catholic doctrine, lay teachers were reminded that ‘‘what is asked for is not that
one impart one’s own doctrine, or that of some other teacher, but the teaching
of Jesus Christ Himself.’’29 In order to achieve this goal, the professional and
religious formation of lay teachers would be a permanent and ongoing re-
sponsibility of the Church and the Catholic school.

These documents impart a growing sense of the ambiguities and dangers
of the modern situation, as well as a reaffirmation of the remarkable confi-
dence expressed by the council in the ongoing maturation of modern cultures.
By the time of the publication of the 1988 document, The Religious Dimension of
Education in a Catholic School, the congregation was forced to acknowledge a
remarkable social conformity among young people, for whom concepts such
as truth, beauty, and goodness had become so vague that they ‘‘do not know
where to turn to find help; even when they are able to hold on to certain
values, they do not yet have the capacity to develop these values into a way of
life; all too often they are more inclined simply to go their own way, accepting
whatever is popular at the moment.’’30 The congregation noted the presence
among young people of both an increasingly one-dimensional universe in
which practical utility is the only value and at the same time a desire to tran-
scend that limit. This leads to a certain depression that is one of the hallmarks
of our time and often leads them to an ‘‘almost irresistible urge to focus in on
themselves.’’31

The 1988 document develops Ratzinger’s earlier awareness of the tension
between the optimism toward the new technological and scientific discoveries,
which promise a liberation of human hope and aspiration, and the Christian
recognition that the world is redeemed through love. This recognition will have
both Christological and ecclesiological implications. The congregation ac-
knowledged that ‘‘students learn many things about the human person by
studying science’’ but insisted that ‘‘science has nothing to say about mys-
tery.’’32 Teachers need to introduce students to the saving mystery of the love
of the Father, revealed in and through the life and death of the Son. ‘‘Here
is where students discover the true value of the human person: loved by God,
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with a mission on earth and a destiny that is immortal.’’33 The recognition of
the saving mystery of Christ leads inevitably to an acknowledgement of a filial
respect for the Church at work in the world and of the central role of the
sacraments, which the Church provides for the sake of salvation.

The 1988 document stressed that the religious dimension of the Catholic
school is fundamental and transformative and is not to be understood merely
as an additional contextualizing element. Increasingly and resolutely biblical
and doctrinal, the language insists that the Catholic school is a genuine and
proper instrument of the Church, ‘‘a place of evangelization, of authentic apos-
tolate and of pastoral action—not through complementary or parallel or extra-
curricular activity, but of its very nature: its work of educating the Christian
person.’’34 Throughout these three postconciliar documents on Catholic edu-
cation we find progressively strong warnings about the dangers of a merely
functional understanding of the human person, reaffirmations of the liberat-
ing power of an authentic Christian understanding of freedom, and a recog-
nition of the reductionist tendencies in certain contemporary accounts of
material and technological progress.

In a variety of addresses, but especially in the two apostolic constitutions,
Sapientia christiana and Ex corde Ecclesiae, Pope John Paul II sought to clarify
the distinctive role of the Catholic university within the larger context of
Christian education and the demands of modern cultures; he also hoped to
overcome the limitation in Gravissimum educationis with regard to higher ed-
ucation and theological faculties that Ratzinger had noted in 1966. Especially
in Ex corde Ecclesiae, John Paul II stressed the fact that there is ultimately only
one culture, not many—‘‘that of man, by man and for man’’—and that we
must explore and clarify the dimensions of this universal human culture in
the ongoing dialogue between the Church and the multiplicity of modern
cultures. The Church has a key role to play in this dialogue, for there is a ten-
dency to relativize cultures in a new awareness of their historical contingency
and particularity. The Catholic university assists the Church in this dialogue
because in a unique way it consecrates itself without reserve to the cause of
truth. This is made possible because its privileged task is to unite existentially
two orders of reality often placed in opposition to one another: ‘‘the search
for truth and the certain knowledge of already knowing the fount of truth.’’35

This organic vision of Catholic higher education must be incarnated in the
specific conditions and limits of particular universities, but the philosophy of
education that it presupposes is universal and comprehensive. Pope John
Paul II clearly recognized the danger, which Ratzinger had already identified,
of the claims of a radical institutional autonomy that began to find a systematic
expression in the years immediately following the council. He cited conciliar
texts, especially those of Gravissimum educationis and Gaudium et spes, with a
striking continuity of theme and emphasis.

Gravissimum educationis is perhaps rightly understood to have certain
weaknesses in the sense that it did not apply to the realm of Christian edu-
cation with exceptional clarity and probity the complex implications of the
council’s larger reflections on the relations of the Church to the modern world.
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However, the complexity of the anthropological and ecclesial issues raised and
debated as the council concluded necessarily required ongoing reflection and
application, as the council fathers themselves had stressed. There was a clear
recognition, as Newman had pointed out a century earlier, that great ideas are
grown into and not learned by heart; moreover, the reflection on the emerging
development of the council’s theological anthropology, its new openness to a
developing technological culture, and the recognition of the new importance
of emerging understandings of human rights and the role of the state within
civil society would require complex and sustained treatment and reflection.
The opportunities and challenges for the Church in the area of education con-
tinue to press heavily, not only in the education of young people but perhaps
equally critically in adult education and religious and catechetical instruction.
In this context, Gravissiumum educationis has much to tell us about the situa-
tion of the Church and its role in Christian education. However, the applica-
tion of its teaching, although ongoing, continues to develop as the Church
articulates the relation of the theology of the cross and the progressivist claims
of contemporary cultures with greater precision.
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3d ed., vol. 4 (Freiburg: Herder, 1995), col. 993.

2. Johannes Pohlschneider, ‘‘Declaration on Christian Education,’’ in Commentary
on the Documents of Vatican II, vol. 4, ed. Herbert Vorgrimler (New York: Herder and
Herder, 1969), 13.

3. G. A. Beck, ‘‘Christian Education,’’ The Tablet (Nov. 6, 1965), 1233.
4. Ibid.
5. James Malone, council speech, Nov. 18, 1964, in Council Daybook, ed. Floyd

Anderson (Washington, D.C.: National Catholic Welfare Conference, 1965), 281.
6. Ibid.
7. Pius XI, Divini Illius Magistri (Dec. 31, 1929), 12–13.
8. Pius XI, Mit brennender Sorge (Mar. 14, 1937), 39n11.
9. Joseph Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vatican II (New York: Paulist Press,

1966), 100.
10. Second Vatican Council, Gravissimum educationis, no. 1.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid.
13. Beck, ‘‘Christian Education,’’ 1233.
14. Ibid.
15. In 1964 Bishop Aloysius Henriquy argued on the council floor that Catholic

schools must be understood as a means, not an end, and that if ‘‘these confessional
schools prove to be less effective in fulfilling the mission and obligation of evangeli-
zation, then we must abandon them and find more effective means.’’ Council Speeches of
Vatican II, Third Session, ed. William K. Leahy and Anthony T. Mossimini (Glen Rock,
N.J.: Deus Books, 1965), 325.

16. Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vatican II, 179.
17. Ibid., 157.
18. Ibid., 158.

the declaration on christian education 395



19. Ibid., 160.
20. Ibid., 162.
21. Ibid.
22. Joseph Ratzinger, ‘‘Das Menschenbild des Konzils in seiner Bedeutung für die

Bilding,’’ in Kulturbeirat beim Zentralkomitee der deutschen Katholiken, ed. Christliche
Erziehung nach dem Konzil Berichte und Dokumentation (Cologne: J. P. Bechem,
1967), 63.

23. Ibid., 65.
24. Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, Catholic School (1977), no. 29.
25. Ibid., no. 66.
26. Ibid., no. 67.
27. Ibid.
28. Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, Lay Catholics in Schools: Witnesses

to Faith (1982), no. 26.
29. Pope John Paul II, Cathechesi tradendae (Oct. 16, 1979), cited in ibid., no. 59.
30. Congregation for Catholic Education, The Religious Dimension of Education in a

Catholic School (1988), no. 9.
31. Ibid., no. 12.
32. Ibid., no. 76.
33. Ibid., no. 33.
34. Ibid.
35. Pope John Paul II, Ex corde Ecclesiae (1990), I, no. 4.

396 part iii: the declarations, gravissimum educationis



20

The Declaration on the

Relationship of the Church

to Non-Christian Religions,

Nostra Aetate

Arthur Kennedy

On October 28, 1965, the seventh anniversary of Pope John XXIII’s
election to the papacy, the Declaration on the Relationship of the Church
to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra aetate) was one of five documents
approved and promulgated by the fathers of Vatican II. In addition to
this declaration, three decrees and one other declaration were accepted
on the same day; these last four were more directly concerned with
the direction and the renewal of the inner life of the Church.1 Nostra
aetate has its basis in the inner mystery of the Church, and it does so
in the context articulated in Lumen gentium (nos. 1, 8, and esp. 16),
which specifies the mission, purpose, and historicity of the life of the
Church and its presence in the world. From the viewpoint of eccle-
siology, the theological vision of Nostra aetate is analogical to the
sacramental ‘‘sign of intimate union with God and of the unity of all
mankind’’ (LG 1).

Two principles should guide the reading of Nostra aetate. The first
is that the Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in
non-Christian religions. She regards with sincere reverence those ways
of conduct and life, those precepts and teachings that, though dif-
ferent from the ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect
a ray of the truth that enlightens all men.2 The second principle is
grounded in what the Church has been given in Christ’s teaching and
commands. The Church proclaims—and ever must proclaim—Christ
as the way, the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6), in whom God has rec-
onciled all things to himself. The theological motivation of the Church
in its outreach and care for other religions is thus grounded in her
awareness of the fullness of life and love in Christ alone.



The intention of the declaration is to call Catholics to be faithful mediators
and to manifest in their lives what is ‘‘true or good or holy’’ as they concretely
and historically present Christ and the Church to others. For Catholics, this
call to constant conversion and fidelity is parallel to the conversion that is
underlined as essential to authentic ecumenism in Redintegratio unitatis (cf.
no. 6). It is through the converted life that Catholics engage in the search for
the unity of the Church and as converted that they seek the unity of mankind
under God and stand against all forms of discrimination; moreover, in relation
to the Jewish people, Catholics reject ‘‘hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-
Semitism, directed against Jews at any time and by anyone’’ (Nostra aetate 4).

Thus the declaration promotes the recognition of points of common
concern with other religions so as to establish true and authentic dialogue and
understanding and to appreciate the way in which a religious sense of life is
operative in shaping cultures. As to what the Church seeks from other reli-
gions, Augustin Cardinal Bea, in his commentary on Nostra aetate, notes that
it is to be ‘‘nothing more than the attitude that she herself adopts in the dec-
laration with regard to them: namely an attitude of respect involving serious
consideration of the content of her message, together with readiness to admit
candidly the presence of anything good or holy. . . . Lastly she asks them for
genuine respect for her fidelity to the mission which she is sincerely convinced
she has received from Christ.’’3

Development of Nostra Aetate at the Council

During the council three different contexts were proposed for placing a theo-
logical reflection on the relationship of Jews to the Church. The first context
was as part of the Decree on Ecumenism; the second was within the Con-
stitution on the Church; and the third was as a self-standing decree. During
the discussion about the second possibility the media learned of the discus-
sions of Jewish relations with the Church that were taking place in the council.
Subsequently, several Arab leaders interpreted this as a political act, a form
of support of the state of Israel, and a statement against Muslims. Bishops
from countries with large Muslim populations indicated in council discus-
sions that the council’s intention when misread as a provocation could en-
danger the Catholic faithful of their dioceses. They wanted the statement to be
withdrawn.

Because of concerns about these practical implications, Cardinal Cicog-
nani, the Vatican secretary of state, became involved in responding to Arab
governments and political leaders in order to clarify that the council was not
engaged in political matters but that it was concerned about the religious
relationship of the Jews and the Church. For the most part the news reporters,
because they lacked ecclesial differentiations, were not helpful in giving factual
accounts of the Church’s intentions. This problem became even more acute
when the World Jewish Conference announced the appointment of Chaim
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Wardi of the Israeli Ministry of Religious Affairs as a representative to the Holy
See, for this fed Arab fears and reopened the concerns of the secretary of state;
as a result, the discussion of the declaration was halted.4

Four different drafts of the document treated the theological relations of
Jews and Catholics. The first identified what theological and pastoral issues
should be engaged; the second dealt with anti-Semitism, as well as the need for
a correct catechesis on the passion and the role of the Jews in the death of Jesus
(this draft was intended to be chapter 4 of the Decree on Ecumenism). The
third was developed after Pope Paul VI’s visit to Israel and Jordan in early
January 1964 and identified the Church’s beginning in the patriarchal faith of
Israel; it stated that, although God had acted definitively in the new covenant
through Christ, the covenant with Israel continued. It also developed further
discussion on corporate Jewish guilt and deicide.

It was this draft that captured the bishops’ vision; they spoke with each
other, often at length, on both the importance of the council’s making a
statement and what its foci should be. The prior drafts had in a sense prepared
them, in consultation with theological periti, to engage the questions as their
own. It also led to requests from a number of bishops to speak of Church
relations with other world religions. In his Easter message of March 1964 Pope
Paul VI referred to this broader sense and importance of conversation with
other religions: ‘‘Every religion contains a ray of light that we must neither
despise nor extinguish, even though it is not sufficient to give man the truth
he needs, or to realize the miracle of the Christian light in which truth and life
coalesce. But every religion raises us towards the Transcendent Being, the sole
ground of all existence and all thought, of all responsible action and all au-
thentic hope.’’5

The fourth draft presented a completely new context because of the broad-
ening of theological issues into the reflections on divine creation and the
universal hope of redemption, while maintaining the ecclesiology and Chris-
tological dimensions of what was being called the Declaration on the Relation-
ship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions. The new context now drew on the
synthesis and transpositions made possible by the Catholic understanding of
the unity of truth in faith and reason that the bishops understood as a constant
in tradition. In the opening to the declaration, this was brought to bear with
regard to the Church’s theological and philosophical tradition, as well as every
created person’s hunger for God.

At the same time it maintained the absolute uniqueness of Judaism to
Christianity in being called into a covenantal relationship with God. Thus
Nostra aetate begins not with a focus on the Jewish people, where one might
have expected it to begin, but rather with the cogent remark of Saint Augus-
tine, who, knowing his own pagan heart and its longing, realized after his
conversion that his heart had been drawn into the heart of Christ, the truth of
all peoples: ‘‘Our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.’’ Saint Augustine’s
vision, with its naming of the universal quest for the ultimate, eternal answer
to the human longing for the overcoming of life’s limits, for the release from
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suffering, and for the desire to be loved, provided a sense of tradition that the
bishops knew well. Thus, we find that when the Church sought with such
fervor, anguish, and hope to recognize its profound bond to God’s creation of
‘‘Israel’’—of the Jewish people as the first religious community of his presence
and love—the Church reappropriated its most ancient awareness of God’s
infinite care and longing for all of his people.

The Church and the Jewish People

The task of developing and presenting the declaration to the council was as-
signed to Augustin Cardinal Bea. Immediately after the council concluded, he
published a commentary on Nostra aetate that provided insights into its struc-
ture, themes, and expressions.6While the declaration begins with the Church’s
understanding of its relationship with other religions, he notes, the primary
concerns during the council had been with the Jews. Thus the commentary,
which covers the entirety of Nostra aetate, emphasizes the relationship with
the Jews. He offers a clear account of the term the ‘‘Jewish people’’ as used in
the declaration: ‘‘The term indicates . . . those descendents of Abraham whom
God chose for himself and constituted as the people of Israel, with whom he
concluded an alliance, slowly educating them and revealing himself and his
salvific designs to them in the course of their history—and all this in prepa-
ration for the coming of Christ and the redemption of mankind.’’7

It is especially Saint Paul who both participated in and named the enor-
mous complexity of the identity and differences, as well as the continuity and
discontinuity, between synagogue and Church. Moreover, his Epistle to the
Romans is the focus of the declaration’s attention to the naming of the mys-
tery, namely the relationship of Jewish and Christian self-awareness. Nostra
aetate, article 4, follows with precision Saint Paul’s testimony on the Jews as
chosen people in covenant with God.

The Church had always treated Judaism as unique to its life and Jewish
people as those chosen by God in history to make known the divine promise of
redemption and to offer the hope of the Messiah. It knew this continuity
through the fact that Judaism’s prayers and psalms are the Church’s prayers;
its feasts presage the Church’s sacramental life; its sacred writings are what the
Church reads and what the Fathers, as well as medieval and modern scholars,
engage in commentary. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, the Apostles, and the first
followers and believers are Jewish, and this bond forever grounds the conti-
nuity with the Jewish people; ‘‘as the council searches into the mystery of
the Church, it remembers the bond which spiritually ties the people of the New
Covenant to the offspring of Abraham’’ (Nostra aetate 4). This continuity links
Christian life not only to the Jewish religion through Jesus but also to the faith
of Abraham and the patriarchs, as well as to the prophets and the kings. The
continuity with the Jewish people exists forever. Thus did Pope John XXIII, in
his first meeting with the Jewish leaders after his election, greet them with the
words: ‘‘I am Joseph, your brother.’’8
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The discontinuity of the Jewish-Christians and the broader Jewish com-
munity, under the guidance of the Sanhedrin, arises in its own response to the
person and teaching of Jesus. Those who accept him as the awaited one of
Israel are scandalized by the refusal of the Jews who do not accept him; the
latter speak of Jesus as ‘‘a blasphemer,’’ a mere man who equates himself
with God. Saint Paul had named the difficulty of accepting Jesus in his self-
revelation: ‘‘For Jews demand signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we pro-
claim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles’’
(1 Cor 1:23).

The death of Jesus encapsulates the discontinuity of Jews and Christians,
even as Jesus presents his judgment on the Romans, the Jewish leaders, and
the crowd as simultaneously a reconciliation: ‘‘Father, forgive them, for they
know not what they do’’ (Lk 23:34). Peter expressed this same response after
Pentecost, when he healed the paraplegic and responded to those who were
astounded and standing in Solomon’s Portico: ‘‘And now my friends, I know
that you acted in ignorance as did also your rulers. In this way God fulfilled
what he had foretold through all the prophets, that his Messiah would suffer’’
(Acts 3:17–18).

The historical persecutions of the Christians recorded in Acts (cf. 5:17–32;
6:8–15; 7:54–8:3) deepened the divisions, especially as they occurred in a
number of places where the apostolic preaching of Christ spread, as might
have been anticipated, in the synagogues of the local Jewish communities
throughout the eastern Roman Empire. The tension deeply affected Saint
Paul’s sense of bonds, as is clear in his visit to Thessalonica about ad 51 (see 1
Thess 2:14). However, as his letter to the Romans evidences, the local inter-
ferences did not suffice to override the deeper foundation of the relationship
as he formulated it in Romans 9–11; perhaps he may have recalled his own
‘‘breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the lord’’ (Acts 9:1). He
is concerned about the Roman church’s dismissal of the Jews and the danger
that the gentile Christians are failing to understand the full mystery of Christ
and the Church with its bond to the Jews and their place in God’s eternal plan.
Emotionally he appeals: ‘‘I am speaking the truth in Christ. . . . I have great
sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could with that I myself were
accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my own people, my kindred
according to the flesh. They are Israelites, and to them belong adoption, the
glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and promises; to
them belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the
Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever’’ (Rom 9:1–5).

Gentiles are not to be boastful, for they are not the root of the olive tree but
its branches, which have been grafted on to it, and so are dependent on its
primordial spiritual gifts. With this biblical metaphor of the olive tree, with all
of its resonances about their being treasures and support in earthly life, as
one’s children are ‘‘like olive plants . . . around your table’’ (Ps 128:3), the
council brings into the focus of Catholics the scriptural teaching about the
relationship with the Jews, both in its bond and within it the separation. ‘‘As
regards the gospel, they are enemies for your sake; as regards election they are
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beloved for the sake of their ancestors; for the gifts and the calling of God are
irrevocable’’ (Rom 11:28–29).

The testimonies of the scripture, with both the paradox and the balance
that constitutes the mystery in and for the Church, move forward into the pa-
tristic period. Now the struggle becomes one of apologetics, as defenses of the
gospel’s teaching and truth. During the patristic period, moreover, the church
experienced the conversions of some Gentile philosophers who, with their
accounts of the role of intelligence and reason in faith, became defenders of
Christianity to secular pagan society. In relationship to the Jewish community
the apologetics are met with a parallel response from Jewish teachers and
rabbis. The debates translate the controversies to the new sphere of society.9

One of the key controversies that had already arisen in Paul was the
meaning of ‘‘Israel’’ for both Church and synagogue. This was a topic that was
analyzed by Justin Martyr (165). Justin, a convert from secular pagan philoso-
phy, considered the teaching of Christ as the true philosophy and employed the
type of philosophical dialogue that he was accustomed to in his study of the
meaning of ‘‘Israel.’’ This he engages both apologetically and dialogically in his
‘‘Dialogue with Trypho,’’ which is considered to have been held in Ephesus in
ad 135. After 124 chapters of Justin’s defense of Christianity, the following
question appears in chapter 125: ‘‘ ‘I wish, sirs,’ I said, ‘to learn from you what
is the force [dúnamiB] of the name Israel.’ ’’10 This became a central contention
between Christians and Jews. Justin, whose principle context is apologetic
defense, stated that, after the crucifixion, a discontinuity arose between the old
people of God and the new, and yet close relations can exist between them. In
spite of their differences the Church and Jews can talk reasonably together.
Having grasped the difficulty, Justin summarized the various tensions and
debates over the Church in its relation to Israel and the synagogue, but in the
wider plane of philosophical commitments to dialogue.

Saint Augustine in one sense continued in a similar pattern of apologetics,
but he possesses a much sharper sense of the details of mysterious relations
with the Jews. Famous are his commentaries on the psalms and other Old
Testament texts. His work continues to identify the new order of Christian
reality and to address, most particularly in De civitate Dei, the entire matter of
religion, politics, and culture. This text composed of twenty-two books spends
the first ten addressing the issues of religion in the Roman Empire and the fact
that the mythic and pagan religions were not the source of Rome’s strength.
He explores the details of the polytheism of that world and the political and
cultural institutions that arose through their influences. He draws most par-
ticularly on Marcus Terentius Varro, who was among other things a historian
of Roman religions, and Marcus Tullius Cicero for his analytical study of what
constitutes a true religion.

In book X he contrasts paganism with Christianity and indicates that the
fall of the empire is really a small matter in history when seen sub specie
aeternitate. The second half of his work then presents the positive interpreta-
tion of the life of the two cities of heaven and earth and the personal and public
consequences of each within their constant tension.
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Books XV–XVIII detail the historical beginning of the heavenly city in the
scriptures’ account of the people chosen in the line of Abraham. ‘‘The traces of
the holy city’’ are found throughout the account of the mystery of Israel in its
relationship to God and to the continuing fulfillments of promises and events
that appear in earlier moments of the people’s history.11 The Jewish people
belong to the city of God at its beginning, as the root of an olive tree, and the
themes of continuity and discontinuity continue.12 Saint Augustine also states
that it is important for Christians to treat Jews with humility and love, in fact
because the Jews have received God’s promise and belong to him until the
endtime: ‘‘Let us proclaim [the divine testimonies] with great love for the Jews.
Let us not proudly glory against the broken branches; let us rather reflect by
whose grace it is, and by much mercy, and on what root, we have been en-
grafted. Then, not savoring of pride, but with a deep sense of humility, not
insulting with presumption, but rejoicing with trembling, let us say: ‘Come ye
and let us walk in the light of the Lord.’ ’’13

As for historical relations between Catholics and Jews during the medie-
val period, recent studies have uncovered materials and data that indicate
that they were not quite as antagonistic as have often been supposed.14 Nor-
man Roth states that ‘‘An unfortunate common myth, shared widely by Jews
and Christians is that the Church persecuted Jews, or at least preached discri-
mination against them, throughout the Middle Ages. . . . It is in the first place
incorrect to speak of ‘the Church’ as though it were a monolithic entity; rather,
one must consider the words and deeds of individuals, popes, theologians,
bishops, or legal texts or canons of councils, etc.’’15

Roth indicates all of the influences that were involved in individuals who
either had friendly relationships with or were hostile toward Jews. Thus he
notes that Visigothic Spain, shaped ‘‘by Byzantine legal codes, and polemical
ideas, and operating in a virtual theocracy, subjected Jews to persecution and
unsuccessful efforts to convert them forcibly. This was not typical of the me-
diaeval period in general.’’16 Roth documents the care of Jews by some bishops
and the antagonisms of others, and the testimonies of warm relations are most
often provided in Jewish sources. In an encyclopedic article on Christian-
Jewish relations, Roth details the charities and care that existed between both
peoples: Christians aiding Jewish neighbors during Sabbath and holiday ob-
servances; Jews providing gifts and foods to Christians. He also comments on
how Jewish religious customs changed or new customs were created: ‘‘An
interesting example is the creation of the bar mitzvah (son of the command-
ment) ceremony, at which a boy who had reached the age of thirteen (legal
adulthood in Jewish law) was called to the reading of Torah in the synagogue.
This was the direct influence of the equivalent Christian confirmation cere-
mony (prior to this period, the ‘‘coming of age’’ of a Jewish boy was purely a
legal matter, dependent technically on his reaching puberty, but generally
assumed to be the age of thirteen).’’17

In the modern period, it is important to take note of the Jewish-Christian
dialogue that was related to the ‘‘Patmos Circle,’’ wherein Catholics, Protes-
tants, and Jewish scholars engaged each other in understanding what was both
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common and different in their mutual religious beliefs.18 What they turned to
as a basis of dialogue was the common human reality of speech and word.
Because all of the participants shared a bond in the acknowledgment of and
faith in a divine revealed word of God, their study benefited in numerous ways,
not the least of which was that the very study of the divine Word contributed
to their mutual respect and recognition of the importance of the way in
which human language conveys and constitutes a fundamental community of
human relations that are open to God’s communication.

Of particular importance were the conversations, letters, and texts of
Franz Rozenzweig and Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, with their study of and
dialogue on how the pursuit of common speech and thinking leads to the
discovery of meaning and truth in a shared experience of the mystery of God
and each other in a mutual presence. Rozenzweig especially recognized the
importance of a fundamental collaboration of Church and synagogue in iden-
tifying a more than human hope and fulfillment for the world. Speaking of
this dialogue of interiority, Harold Stahmer remarks that in their conversations
‘‘the authority of each tradition was represented in and through the named
individuals in an ontological reality.’’19 Their sense of a common project was
to be servants of the mystery of God’s presence to transform both the world
and the culture in which they lived. These colleagues had a clear sense that
receiving the mystery of God’s Word called them to respect the word of others
and to speak truthfully to each other. The transposition of respect for a reli-
gion as an abstract difference becomes more fully possible and more system-
atically necessary in the bond of truth as it is grasped by those who are in
communication with one another; they are conscious of being mutually rela-
ted to the mystery of God and yet divided; this discontinuity reveals both the
continuity and the realization of difference and separation.

In order to draw together the wide and troubled history of Jewish and
Catholic relations in the preparation for the council and in the new context of
speaking truthfully to each other, it is important to recall that one of the major
reasons for Pope John XXIII’s insistence on a statement about Jewish-Catholic
relations was the horrors of the death camps and the Sho’ah.20 Likewise, more
immediate concerns arose with the request by French Jewish professor Jules
Isaac for an audience with Pope John XXIII. He wrote with the support of the
Archbishop de Provenchères of Aix-en-Provence, where Isaac lived. Among the
documents Professor Isaac brought in support of his request was one that
asked the Church to recall or reappropriate the teaching on the Jews and the
death of Jesus in the Roman Catechism of Trent. On June 13, 1960, Isaac met
Pope John XXIII. Because of many Catholics not following the Roman Cate-
chism’s teaching, Isaac claimed, a ‘‘language of contempt’’ for the Jews had
developed in some parts of the Church. The Jewish scholar wondered whether
there was any hope that the fuller tradition could be recovered and healing be
established. He recalled that the pope’s statement to him was that ‘‘You have
the right to more than hope.’’21He was sent to visit with Cardinal Bea. As Isaac
said later, ‘‘This German Jesuit . . . showed himself completely au fait with the
problems facing us. . . . In him I found a providential aid.’’22

404 part iii: the declarations, nostra aetate



Other Non-Christian Religions

As the relationship of the Church with the Jews has a history within the entire
tradition, so do the relationships with other religions. Principally these later
relations were worked out through the philosophical understanding of reli-
gion, along with certain cultural, social, and political engagements that oc-
curred at various times in the Church’s history.

From the time of Saint Paul’s speech to the philosophers’ meeting in the
Areopagus in Athens and his preaching to the Gentiles, the Church has been
engaged with members of other religions besides Judaism (see Acts 17:16–34).
From the days when Greek converts to Christ began to employ their philoso-
phy to inform others that Christianity was true and that its goal was to form
people in virtue, the apologists argued that true religion benefited the whole of
society.23

In De civitate Dei Augustine details the various polytheistic religions and
finds that natural religion that is fully spiritual is religion in an authentic
form. He also affirms that philosophical reason lifts humans beyond the ma-
terialism of deities who lead worshippers into various forms of corruption,
which are given a transcendental and cultural legitimacy in the behaviors of
the gods as told in the religious myths. The polytheism of the ancient world is
countered by a move to philosophical reason that inculcates wisdom as love
of transcendent truth and goodness as seen in the natural theology of Plato
and Aristotle.

As theology established its relationship with the philosophical traditions,
there opened up a way of understanding other religions in their accounts of a
transcendent eternal being and the different visions of human release from
suffering and evil. Thus Augustine’s grasp of the significant difference in un-
derstanding religion that was formed in Platonic and Neoplatonic idealism was
expanded in the writings of Thomas Aquinas, who places the activity of natural
religion in the broad scheme of virtues. He speaks of religion as a ‘‘potential
part of justice’’ and states that potential parts of a virtue ‘‘have something in
common with the principal virtue; and . . . in some respect they fall short of the
perfection of that virtue.’’24 Regarding religion, which seeks ‘‘to render to God
what is due him,’’ it ‘‘is annexed to justice since . . . it consists in offering
service and ceremonial rights or worship to ‘some superior nature which men
call divine.’ ’’25

In another account of religion in the epistemic mode (truth) rather than
that of virtue (good), Aquinas affirms that, given the expanse of wisdom that
is available to men, they have the potential for knowing some truths about
God through natural reason; moreover, this is especially important in Chris-
tian relations with ‘‘Mohameddans and pagans’’: ‘‘We must, therefore, have
recourse to the natural reason, to which all men are forced to give their as-
sent. However it is true, in divine matters the natural reason has its failings.’’26

This perennial insight has been operative in the Church for centuries and
has continually received reappropriations of its truthfulness. Thus Vatican
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I affirms that ‘‘The same holy mother church holds and teaches that God, the
source and end of all things, can be known with certainty from the consider-
ation of created things, by the natural power of human reason: ever since
the creation of the world, his invisible nature has been clearly perceived in the
things that have been made. It was, however, pleasing to his wisdom and
goodness to reveal himself and the eternal laws of his will to the human race
by another, and that a supernatural way.’’27

In addition to the philosophical foundation for conversation about the
truths of religion and faith, the Church at times, especially in the Middle Ages,
sent out missionary ambassadors to religious and political leaders. In 1245
Pope Innocent IV sent two Franciscans, John of Plano Carpini (Perugia) and
Lawrence of Portugal, with two official letters to the Emperor of the Tartars for
the purpose of bringing an understanding of Christian faith and for learning
about the Mongol peoples. Behind this was the pope’s intention to seek a
peaceful resolution to the conflicts and attacks on the Christians on the eastern
borders of Europe and Russia.28 The letter from Genghis Kahn to the pope,
however, was not reassuring. In fact, it demanded the surrender of the Chris-
tian West; otherwise, there would be a brutal war.29 The documentation of
John of Plano Carpini is of considerable interest in its careful account of the
land, customs, character, religion, political rule, military might and prepara-
tions for war, the nations that had already been conquered, as well as the
protection and courtesy they received on their journey as they passed from
tribe to tribe. The record showed that they both preached Christ to people on
their trip and observed carefully the natural virtues and vices of the people.30

Nostra aetate retrieves the importance of the philosophical bonds for con-
versation on natural truths about God, and it integrates this work with the
historical and dialogical dimension of the Middle Ages. Now, however, the
conversation is placed in the broader contexts and understandings of differing
cultures.

Concluding Reflections

A short time after the conclusion of the fourth and final session of the council,
on December 8, 1965, Pope Paul VI created a series of dicasteries in the Roman
Curia to carry forward the council’s work into the life of the Church. In the case
of the Jewish and non-Christian religions he established two commissions.
Likewise, the constant attention of Pope John Paul II in fostering relations
with the Jews, including his visit to the synagogue in Rome and to the Western
Wall in Jerusalem, exhibits the fruits of the reappropriation and proper balance
that Nostra aetate gives to the age-old tension of the continuity and disconti-
nuity of the two religions.

Moreover, we cannot overlook the instructions in the Catechism of the
Catholic Church, for they remind us that the Church did not first speak about
the cause of Jesus’ death inNostra aetate, article 4. As the catechism notes, both
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the scriptures and tradition testify, and in 1566 the Roman Catechism of the
Council of Trent explained that the principal agency of Jesus’ death is ‘‘our
sins.’’31 By acknowledging the historical role of Jewish leaders and a crowd that
had been assembled in calling for Jesus’ death, it affirms the guilt of sinners
in all times:

We must regard as guilty all those who continue to relapse into their
sins. Since our sins made the Lord Christ suffer the torment of the
cross, those who plunge themselves into disorders and crimes crucify
the Son of God anew in their hearts (for he is in them) and hold him
up to contempt. And it can be seen that our crime in this case is
greater in us than in the Jews. As for them, according to the witness of
the Apostle, ‘‘None of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they
had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.’’ We, however,
profess to know him. And when we deny him by our deeds, we in
some way seem to lay violent hands on him.

The present situation for dialogue with other religions has advanced
dramatically with the inclusion of genuine theological reflection, along with
earlier cultural and catechetical concerns. Yet, these dialogues have a parallel
in Saint Thomas Aquinas’s realization in his Summa contra Gentiles of the need
to prepare preachers to be able to speak with Muslims through reason insofar
as they do not share a common revelation.

In his homily on the feast of Epiphany, January 6, 2006, Pope Benedict
XVI offered theological meditation that integrates the Jewish covenant and
religions of ‘‘the nations’’ with the mystery of Christ through an understanding
of the journey of the magi to Bethlehem:

At a superficial glance, God’s faithfulness to Israel and his manifes-
tation to the peoples could seem divergent aspects; they are actually
two sides of the same coin. In fact, according to the Scriptures, it is
precisely by remaining faithful to his Covenant of love with the people
of Israel that God also reveals his glory to other peoples. Grace and
fidelity (cf. Ps 89[88]: 2), ‘‘mercy and truth’’ (cf. Ps 85[84]: 11), are the
content of God’s glory, they are his ‘‘name,’’ destined to be known and
sanctified by people of every language and nation.

However, this ‘‘content’’ is inseparable from the ‘‘method’’ that
God chose to reveal himself, that is, absolute fidelity to the Covenant
that reaches its culmination in Christ. The Lord Jesus, at the same
time and inseparably, is ‘‘a light revealing to the Gentiles the glory of
your people Israel’’ (Lk 2:32), as the elderly Simeon was to exclaim,
inspired by God, taking the Child in his arms when his parents pre-
sented him at the temple. The light that enlightens the peoples—the
light of the Epiphany—shines out from the glory of Israel—the glory
of the Messiah born, in accordance with the Scriptures, in Bethlehem,
‘‘the city of David’’ (cf. Lk 2:4).
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Anamnesis, Epiclesis, Prolepsis:
Categories for Reading the

Second Vatican Council as

‘‘Renewal within Tradition’’

Geoffrey Wainwright

A major ecclesiastical council—particularly one that claims ecumen-
ical status—may be approached in two ways, both of them essential to
its understanding, interpretation, and evaluation; moreover, because
the two approaches interact, they must not be separated. A council
may be broadly considered as an event located within a preparatory
history, where it then occurs in its own way and finally has effects in
the ecclesial body. Alternatively, it may be more narrowly examined
for its own deliverances, which are authoritatively promulgated in tex-
tual form. As a Protestant (and specifically a Methodist) sympathetic
to viewing the Second Vatican Council as an instance of ‘‘renewal
within tradition,’’ I concentrate on two conciliar documents—the
decree on ecumenism (Unitatis redintegratio) and the constitution on
the sacred liturgy (Sacrosanctum concilium). These I set in relation to
the two convergent ‘‘movements’’ in the history of the twentieth cen-
tury that aimed at the recovery of full unity among Christians of
institutionally divided traditions and the renewal of their intentionally
common worship: the ecumenical movement and the liturgical move-
ment. In the deepest sense, these two movements found their sources
in apostolic and patristic Christianity (that is, in the common ground
before the major divisions of the sixteenth, the eleventh, and even the
fifth centuries), and in the longest run they sought to advance the
Church—and indeed thereby the world—toward the consummation
of God’s Kingdom.

The documents of Vatican II attribute both movements to the
contemporary work of the Holy Spirit under God’s providential con-
duct of ecclesial and human history for the sake of the Gospel of Christ



and the attainment of the divine purpose. Unitatis redintegratio observes in its
opening paragraph:

In recent times the Lord of the Ages has begun to bestow more gen-
erously upon divided Christians [in christianos inter se disiunctos] sor-
row over their divisions and a longing for unity. Everywhere large
numbers have felt the impulse of this grace, and among our separated
brethren also [inter fratres quoque nostros seiunctos] there increases from
day to day a movement, fostered by the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the
restoration of unity among all Christians. Taking part in this move-
ment, which is called ecumenical, are those who invoke the Triune
God and confess Jesus as Lord and Savior. They do this not merely as
individuals but also as members of the corporate groups in which they
have heard the Gospel, and which each regards as his Church and
indeed, God’s. And yet, almost everyone, though in different ways,
longs for the one visible Church of God, a Church truly universal and
sent forth to the whole world that the world may be converted to the
Gospel and so be saved, to the glory of God. (UR 1)1

For its part, the constitution on the liturgy declared that ‘‘zeal for the promo-
tion and restoration of the liturgy is rightly held to be a sign of the providential
dispositions of God in our time, a movement of the Holy Spirit in his Church.
It is today a distinguishing mark of the life of the Church, and, indeed, of the
whole tenor of contemporary religious thought and action’’ (SC 43).

While having the Catholic Church principally in view, that very first doc-
ument to be promulgated from the council saw liturgical renewal as serving
causes that were widely shared in the ecumenical movement: ‘‘This sacred
council has several aims in view: it desires to impart an ever increasing vigor
to the Christian life of the faithful; to adapt better to the needs of our times
those institutions that are subject to change; to foster whatever can promote
union among all who believe in Christ; to strengthen whatever can help to call all
people into the fold of the Church. Accordingly, the council sees particularly co-
gent reasons for undertaking the reform and promotion of the liturgy’’ (SC 1).

The Liturgical Movement

We may begin, as the council itself did, with the liturgy. In the broader litur-
gical movement of the twentieth century, several initiatives from within the
Catholic Church were welcomed within other ecclesial communities that were
also seeking a pastoral reinvigoration of worship after scriptural and patristic
patterns. Pius X’s encouragement of more frequent communion among
Catholics at Mass was matched by a move among some Reformation churches
to more frequent celebrations of the Lord’s Supper after a lack of willing
communicants—continued from medieval times—had for four centuries re-
duced their regular Sunday service to the verbal form of prayers, psalmody, and
proclamation. Liturgical historians in all camps fixed on Justin Martyr’s outline
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from mid-second-century Rome as an ideal pattern of community worship on
the Lord’s day:

The reading of the Scriptures (Old and New Testaments)
The exposition of the readings
The prayers of intercession
The bringing of the bread and wine to the presiding minister
The Eucharistic prayer spoken by the presider and sealed by the people’s

amen
The breaking of the bread
The sharing of the elements over which thanks have been given.2

Liturgical theologians, drawing on patristic categories, made the Paschal mys-
tery central to the worship of the Church,3 naturally locating Christ’s death and
resurrection in the entire story of salvation—itself understood in Trinitarian
terms.4

The conciliar constitution on the liturgy declared at the start that, after the
Old Testament ‘‘prelude,’’ Christ achieved his work of ‘‘redeemingmankind and
giving perfect glory to God . . . principally by the paschal mystery of his blessed
passion, resurrection from the dead, and glorious ascension, where ‘dying, he
destroyed our death, and rising, restored our life’ ’’ (SC 5, quoting the Easter
Preface of the Roman Missal). The ‘‘Christological concentration’’ of the liturgy
is encoded by the seventh chapter of Sacrosanctum concilium in terms of the
multiform presence of Christ in the liturgical celebrations of the Church: In the
Mass ‘‘not only in the person of his minister . . . but especially in the Eucharistic
species’’; ‘‘in the sacraments, so that when anybody baptizes it is really Christ
himself who baptizes’’ (cf. Augustine, Tract. in Joan. VI.1, 7); ‘‘in his word, since
it is he himself who speaks when the Holy Scriptures are read in the Church’’;
and ‘‘when the Church prays and sings,’’ according to the promise of Matthew
18:20. The presence and work of Christ are already set in a fully Trinitarian
framework by the immediately preceding chapter of the same constitution:

Just as Christ was sent by the Father, so also he sent the apostles, filled
with the Holy Spirit. This he did so that they might preach the Gospel
to every creature [cf. Mark 16:15] and proclaim that the Son of God by
his death and resurrection had freed us from the power of Satan [cf.
Acts 26:18] and from death, and brought us into the Kingdom of his
Father. But he also willed that the work of salvation which they
preached should be set in train through the sacrifice and sacraments,
around which the entire liturgical life revolves. Thus by Baptism men
are grafted into the paschal mystery of Christ; they die with him, are
buried with him, and rise with him [cf. Rom 6:4; Eph 2:6; Col 3:1; 2
Tim 2:11]. They receive the Spirit of adoption as sons ‘‘in which we cry,
Abba, Father’’ (Rom 8:15) and thus become true worshipers such as
the Father seeks [cf. Jn 4:23]. In like manner as often as they eat the
Supper of the Lord they proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes
[cf. 1 Cor 11:26]. . . .From that time [of the apostles] onward the Church
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has never failed to come together to celebrate the paschal mystery,
reading those things ‘‘which were in all the Scriptures concerning
him’’ (Lk 24:27), celebrating the Eucharist in which ‘‘the victory and
triumph of his death are again made present’’ [Council of Trent, sess.
23:Decree on the Holy Eucharist, 5], and at the same time ‘‘giving thanks
to God for his inexpressible gift’’ (2 Cor 9:15) in Christ Jesus, ‘‘in praise
of his glory’’ (Eph 1:12) through the power of the Holy Spirit. (SC 6)

The eighth chapter of Sacrosanctum concilium then opens up the eschatological
perspective: ‘‘In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of that heavenly
liturgy which is celebrated in the Holy City of Jerusalem toward which we
journey as pilgrims. . . .With all the warriors of the heavenly army we sing a
hymn of glory to the Lord; venerating the memory of the saints, we hope for
some part and fellowship with them; we eagerly await the Savior, Our Lord
Jesus Christ, until he our life shall appear and we too shall appear with him in
glory [cf. Phil 3:20; Col 3:4].’’

This whole picture of the place of the liturgy within the Trinitarian history
of salvation is summarized by liturgiologists in the technical terms of ‘‘anam-
nesis,’’ ‘‘epiclesis,’’ and ‘‘prolepsis.’’ In the first two sections of this chapter I
keep returning to those categories of ‘‘remembrance’’ of the past, ‘‘invocation’’
in the present, and ‘‘anticipation’’ of the future; they will help prepare for a
more systematic account of the notion and reality of ‘‘renewal within tradi-
tion,’’ which I discuss in the third section.

The revisions of the liturgical books undertaken by order of the Second
Vatican Council are imbued with the theme of the Paschal mystery, and
the rites are ‘‘shaped’’ correspondingly.5 This may be illustrated, first, from the
structure of the Eucharist in its fullness as both word and sacrament,6 and the
ecumenical importance of a common ‘‘return to the sources’’ does not go un-
noticed. As to the service of the word:

� ‘‘The treasures of the Bible are to be opened up more lavishly so that a
richer fare may be provided for the faithful at the table of God’s word.
In this a more representative part of the sacred scriptures will be read in
the course of a prescribed number of years’’ (SC 51; cf. 35 [i]). It was the
Church of South India—which brought Anglicans, Methodists, Presby-
terians, and Congregationalists together in an organic union (1947)—
that pioneered the recovery of an Old Testament reading to join Epi-
stle and Gospel. The postconciliar Order of Readings for Mass (1969)
connected the testaments typologically in order to bring out all that
was ‘‘written in the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms’’ concerning
Christ (cf. Lk 24:25–27, 32, 44–46).7 Thus the liturgical reading of the
Scriptures—both ‘‘the writings of the prophets’’ and ‘‘the records of
the apostles,’’ as in Justin’s day—constitutes an anamnesis of the deci-
sive events in the story of revelation and redemption.

� ‘‘By means of the homily the mysteries of the faith and the guiding
principles of the Christian life are expounded from the sacred text during
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the course of the liturgical year. The homily, therefore, is to be highly
esteemed as part of the liturgy itself ’’ (SC 52). There is an ecumenical
importance in the conciliar declaration that ‘‘the ministry of preaching is
to be fulfilled most faithfully and carefully . . . [for] the sermon . . . is the
proclamation of God’s wonderful works in the history of salvation, which
is the mystery of Christ ever made present and active in us’’ (SC 35 [ii]).
Protestants have always stressed the sermon and viewed it as an ‘‘epic-
letic’’ moment in which the Holy Spirit may bring redeeming and
sanctifying grace into the present life of the gathered congregation.

� ‘‘The ‘common prayer’ or ‘prayer of the faithful’ is to be restored after the
gospel and homily. . . .By this prayer in which the people are to take
part, intercession will be made for holy Church, for the civil authorities,
for those oppressed by various needs, for all mankind, and for the sal-
vation of the entire world [cf. 1 Tim 2:1–6]’’ (SC 53). By praying com-
prehensively for the furtherance of all that makes for God’s Kingdom
and the removal of all that obstructs it, intercession plays a ‘‘proleptic’’
role in the movement of history towards its divinely willed end.

As to the service of the sacrament, one of the most remarkable features of
liturgical reform and recovery across the ecumenical board in the years sur-
rounding Vatican II has been the composition of anaphoras, or Eucharistic
prayers—often modeled on that found in the ancient church order associated
with The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus or following the Syro-Antiochene
pattern, which dates back to at least the fourth century. Examples are, re-
spectively, the second and fourth Eucharistic prayers of the Ordo Missae of
1969. Rehearsing doxologically the decisive history of salvation, such prayers
reach their high point in the recital of the Last Supper, at which Christ an-
nounced his impending sacrifice; and they immediately make the commanded
anamnesis of his redemptive work (summed up in an acclamation such as
‘‘Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again’’). The Holy Spirit
is invoked upon the offerings, the people, and their actions—for the sake of
their communion and unity. The anaphora passes by way of a mention of the
saints into a concluding prospect of the glory of God’s final Kingdom, with the
heavenly banquet now to be sacramentally anticipated.8

The other most striking achievement of Vatican II’s liturgical teaching and
the work it set in motion falls in the realm of Christian initiation, and again
credit is due to the more comprehensive liturgical movement. Liturgical schol-
ars had brought to the fore—from the evidence of third-, fourth-, and fifth-
century texts—the processes by which candidates were prepared for baptism
and received into the sacramental community. Against that background the
council decreed that

the catechumenate for adults, comprising several distinct steps, is to
be restored and brought into use at the discretion of the local ordinary.
By this means the time of the catechumenate, which is intended as a
period of suitable instruction, may be sanctified by sacred rites to be
celebrated at successive intervals of time. (SC 64)
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Both rites for the baptism of adults are to be revised, not only the
simpler rite but also, taking into consideration the restored catechu-
menate, the more solemn rite. A special Mass ‘‘For the conferring of
Baptism’’ is to be inserted into the Roman Missal. (SC 66)

The Rite for the Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA; 1972) is indebted to his-
torical and pastoral scholarship of a wide ecumenical range. In turn, the
Catholic RCIA has been imitated and adapted at the local level among Pro-
testants. Relatedly, others have also been inspired by postconciliar revisions in
the Catholic rites that followed the instruction to ‘‘make more use of the bap-
tismal features which are proper to the Lenten liturgy,’’ some of which were
‘‘restored’’ from ‘‘earlier tradition’’ (SC 109). The initiatory process finds its
normal climax at Easter (RCIA, 7–8, 21–40), the most solemn annual cele-
bration of the Paschal mystery (SC 102). Orders for the Easter vigil—which
allow all of the faithful to renew their participation in the baptismal covenant—
have been officially provided in the new service books of several denominations.
Thus the churches find similar ways of engaging in the tasks of evangelization
and reevangelization in face of the common challenges posed by cultural secu-
larization, neopaganism, and relativism.9

One final theme from Sacrosanctum concilium is that of language. In ar-
ticles 36, 54, and 63 the constitution on the liturgy gave guarded permission or
prudent encouragement to the use of the vernacular. This was quickly taken
up, especially in the linguistic areas of the West. However, one may wonder
whether the circumstances were favorable to such rapid work of translation as
was undertaken for the provision of new service books. The Catholic Church,
for its own part, had in recent centuries only limited experience of liturgical
worship in the vernacular and hence a rather weak ‘‘linguistic sense’’ in that
connection. In the culture at large, social and ideological secularization made
contemporary language a somewhat weak vehicle to carry the transcendent
dimensions of the faith. These factors also affected the otherwise welcome
enterprise of establishing ecumenically agreed versions of items commonly
used in the liturgies of the churches. Concerns over these matters were in-
creasingly felt in Rome in the last decade of the twentieth century, and cor-
rective steps taken in the first decade of the twentieth.10

The Ecumenical Movement

The modern ecumenical movement began in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries chiefly among the Protestant churches (including Angli-
can andMethodist), with some guarded interest on the part of the Orthodox; its
three strands concerned themselves with Faith and Order, Life and Work, and
Mission and Evangelism. In 1928, by his encyclical Mortalium animos Pius XI
forbade Roman Catholics to participate in the nascent movement toward the
recovery of Christian unity—for fear of doctrinal and ecclesial indifferentism.
Between the 1930s and the 1950s a more positive attitude toward ecumenism
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developed within Catholicism, thanks to a number of factors: the work of
Catholic pioneers such as Paul Couturier (with his advocacy of prayer for
unity ‘‘as and how Christ wills’’) and Yves Congar (with his book Chrétiens
désunis, 1937); a growing convergence of scholarly work in the areas of Bible
and patristics; some shared aims in the domain of liturgy; pastoral collabora-
tion in the circumstances of the Second World War; common cultural chal-
lenges in a rapidly changing postwar world.11 By 1959—but still surprisingly—
Pope John XXIII was able to call an ‘‘ecumenical’’ council (in the Roman
sense), whose purview would include in one way or another ‘‘the promotion of
Christian unity’’ (and would entail a secretariat established for the purpose);
and, in the broader sense of the term, ‘‘ecumenical’’ observers would partici-
pate in and around the work of the council in its four sessions between 1962
and 1965.

The underlying question in ecumenism is that of ecclesiology or the
proper identification of the Church and its unity. Such has been the case
throughout the history of Christianity. The matter can be put in terms of our
triad: anamnesis, epiclesis, and prolepsis. The decisive, original foundation
of the Church by Christ was as one Church (‘‘my Church,’’ Mt 16:18): That is
the unrepeated event to be ‘‘remembered.’’ The unity of his disciples and
those who should come to faith through their word was a necessary object of
Christ’s prayer (‘‘that they all may be one,’’ Jn 17:21): The Holy Spirit is fittingly
‘‘invoked’’ to ensure that unity (cf. Jn 20:22f.; 1 Cor 12:3–13; Eph 2:18; 4:3–5).
An outcome of the unity and unified witness of Christ’s followers was to be
the conversion of the world to belief in Christ’s mission from the Father (‘‘that
the world may believe—and know—that thou hast sent me,’’ Jn 17:21–23): The
achievement of the divine Kingdom is thus ‘‘anticipated.’’ In sad and sinful
reality, however, the unity of Christ’s followers has from apostolic times been
threatened (by controversy) and even disrupted (by heresy and schism), as the
New Testament epistles in particular demonstrate (for example, 1 Cor 1:10–13;
10:17–19; 15:1ff.; 2 Pet 2:1–2; 1 Jn 2:18–27; 4:1–6). The recurrent question has
therefore been: Where are we to find the one Church, united in truth and love?
How are we to identify it?

In the third century, Cyprian of Carthage pictured the Church as the ark of
salvation, from which heretics and schismatics simply fell off, their religious
rites then counting for nothing since their communities lacked the Holy Spirit.
When persons putatively baptized by the Novatianists sought admission to the
true Church, they were to receive baptism at Catholic hands (which was not
rebaptism). Stephen of Rome, however, held that penance sufficed for ad-
mission to the Church in such cases; he was interpreted by the North African
Catholics to hold that ‘‘whoever is baptized in the name of Christ, no matter
where, immediately obtains the grace of Christ.’’ However, one may also argue
that he was presaging Saint Augustine’s position that ‘‘whether the minister be
Peter, Paul, or Judas, it is Christ who baptizes’’—so that baptism administered
among the Donatists was not to be ‘‘repeated’’; it was (in later terminology)
‘‘valid,’’ although it was not ‘‘efficacious’’ until persons so baptized were rec-
onciled to the Catholic Church.12
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Pope Boniface VIII, in the ecclesiastical and political circumstances of the
early fourteenth century, declared it ‘‘absolutely necessary to the salvation of
every human creature that he be subject to the Roman pontiff ’’ (Unam sanctam
[1302]). In its seventh session (March 1547), the Council of Trent anathematized
anyone who denied that ‘‘true’’ baptism was given by heretics when the rite was
administered with water in the name of the Trinity and ‘‘with the intention
of doing what the Church does’’ (cf. canons 2 and 4 on baptism), but the ecclesial
or salvific quality of such acts performed outside canonical bounds appeared
questionable in light of the practice of ‘‘conditional baptism’’ toward those who
subsequently sought admission to the Catholic Church. By the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, however, hints were emerging of an increasingly
charitable interpretation of the ‘‘truth’’ of baptism administered in other com-
munities: Other Christians can be called ‘‘fratres,’’ albeit ‘‘dissidentes,’’ and,
following a long (if intermittent) custom, the Eastern churches—with their suc-
cession of bishops—were allowed to be designated precisely as ‘‘churches.’’13

Such, in minimal detail, is the historical background against which the
Second Vatican Council must be examined for continuity and change in its
ecclesiological teaching under the aspect of baptism and other rites performed
in communities that make ecclesial claims for themselves without being in-
cluded in the Catholic Church.

The most detailed conciliar text on this matter is the third chapter of the
Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis redintegratio:

In this one and only Church of God from its very beginnings there
arose certain rifts [cf. 1 Cor 11:18–19; Gal 1:6–9; 1 Jn 2:18–19], which
the Apostle strongly censures as damnable [cf. 1 Cor 1:11ff.; 11:22]. But
in subsequent centuries more serious dissensions appeared and large
communities became separated from full communion with the Cath-
olic Church—for which, often enough, men of both sides were to
blame. However, one cannot charge with the sin of separation those
who at present are born into these communities and in them are
brought up in the faith of Christ, and the Catholic Church accepts
them with respect and affection as brothers. For men who believe in
Christ and have been properly baptized are put in some, though im-
perfect, communion with the Catholic Church. Without doubt, the
differences that exist in varying degrees between them and the
Catholic Church—whether in doctrine and sometimes in discipline,
or concerning the structure of the Church—do indeed create many
obstacles, sometimes serious ones, to full ecclesiastical communion.
The ecumenical movement is striving to overcome these obstacles.
But even in spite of them it remains true that all who have been jus-
tified by faith in baptism are incorporated into Christ [cf. Council of
Florence, Session 8 (1439), the decree Exultate Deo]; they therefore
have a right to be called Christians, and with good reason are accepted
as brothers by the children of the Catholic Church [cf. Saint Augus-
tine, In Ps. 32, Enarr. II, 29 (PL 36: 299)].
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Moreover, some, even very many, of the most significant elements and
endowments which together go to build up and give life to the Church
itself, can exist outside the visible boundaries [visibilia saepta; cf. LG 8:
compages visibilis] of the Catholic Church.14

Further, such Christians are viewed not simply as individuals but as lo-
cated in bodies that ‘‘carry out many sacred actions of the Christian religion’’:
‘‘In ways that vary according to the condition of each church or community,
these most certainly can truly engender a life of grace, and, one must say, can
aptly give access to the communion of salvation. It follows that the separated
churches and communities as such, though we believe they suffer from the
defects already mentioned, have been by no means deprived of significance
and importance in the mystery of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not
refrained from using them as means of salvation which derive their efficacy
from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the Catholic Church.’’15

The interesting move here, if move it be, is to an ecclesiology that allows,
on a basis of baptism and the faith that it signifies, for degrees of communion with
the Catholic Church.16 The ‘‘sole Church of Christ,’’ the dogmatic constitution
Lumen gentium firmly declares, ‘‘subsists in the Catholic Church, which is
governed by the successor of Peter and by the bishops in communion with
him’’ (LG 8; cf. UR 2–3). Specifically, with regard to unity as well as unicity,
‘‘The unity of the one and only Church, which Christ bestowed on his Church
from the beginning, subsists in the Catholic Church, we believe, as something
she can never lose, and we hope that it will continue to increase until the end
of time’’ (UR 4). Within the Catholic Church is the ‘‘fullness’’ of communion:
‘‘It is through the faithful preaching of the Gospel by the Apostles and their
successors—the bishops with Peter’s successor at their head—through their
administering the sacraments, and through their governing in love, that Jesus
Christ wishes his people to increase, under the action of the Holy Spirit; and
he perfects its fellowship in unity: in the confession of one faith, in the com-
mon celebration of divine worship, and in the fraternal harmony of the family
of God’’ (UR 2). The separated brethren, whether individually or communally,
‘‘are not blessed with that unity which Christ wished to bestow on all those to
whom he has given new birth into one body, and whom he has quickened to
newness of life—that unity which the Holy Scriptures and the ancient Tradi-
tion of the Church proclaim.’’ Nevertheless, they enjoy a real, if ‘‘imperfect,’’
communion with the Catholic Church. From the side of the separated breth-
ren, one may wonder whether both the unity and the catholicity of the Catholic
Church might not be increased by their fuller participation. I in fact suggest
that as an ecumenical possibility—encouraged by what Unitatis redintegratio
says at the very end of chapter 4, at least in the matter of catholicity.

As a systematic theological background to this ‘‘communion ecclesiology’’
stands the notion of the sacramentality of the Church as a whole in its location
‘‘between’’ Christ and the particular sacraments. The notion of ‘‘the Church as
sacrament’’ merits, in fact, a little exploration for our present purposes as we
seek to read the Second Vatican Council as ‘‘renewal within tradition’’—and
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that with ecumenical intent. Saint Augustine, in conformity with the New
Testament’s linguistic use of mysterium Dei, declared that ‘‘the sacrament of
God is none other than Christ.’’17 Martin Luther had argued (polemically) that
‘‘the Sacred Scriptures have a single sacrament, which is Christ the Lord him-
self ’’: ‘‘If I wanted to speak according to scriptural usage, I would have but one
sacrament, and three sacramental signs.’’18 By the mid-twentieth century a
number of perfectly respectable Catholic theologians were finding at least
analogical continuities in a line from Christ himself through the Church to the
particular sacraments (and in reverse). In his book Catholicisme (1938), Henri
de Lubac claimed that ‘‘if Jesus Christ is the sacrament of God, the Church is
for us the sacrament of Christ.’’19 This basic insight was expanded upon by
Otto Semmelroth in Die Kirche als Ursakrament (1953); Edward Schillebeeckx,
Christus—Sacrament van de Godsontmoeting (1958); and Karl Rahner, Kirche
und Sakramente (1960).20

The sacramentality of the Church as a major ecclesiological category ap-
pears at the very beginning of the dogmatic constitution Lumen gentium:

Christ is the light of the nations, and it is, accordingly, the heartfelt
desire of this sacred council, being gathered together in the Holy
Spirit, that, by proclaiming his Gospel to every creature (cf. Mark
16:15), it may bring to all men that light of Christ which shines out
visibly from the Church. Since the Church, in Christ, is, as it were, a
sacrament—a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God
and of unity among all humankind—she here purposes, for the
benefit of the faithful and of the whole world, to set forth, as clearly as
possible, and in the tradition laid down by earlier councils, her own
nature and universal mission. (LG 1)

After that initial ‘‘lexical’’ note—‘‘veluti sacramentum seu signum et
instrumentum’’—the council documents go on to use the sacramental desig-
nation of the Church rather readily: Lumen gentium, articles 9, 48, 59;Gaudium
et spes, articles 42, 45; Ad gentes, articles 1, 5.21

Thus emboldened, we may further employ the notion of Church as sac-
rament to expound the conciliar ecclesiology, in particular according to our
heuristic categories of anamnesis, epiclesis, and prolepsis and show its ecu-
menical fruitfulness by drawing on the long-standing dialogue—dating from
immediately after the Second Vatican Council—between the Roman Catholic
Church and theWorld Methodist Council. Concisely, ‘‘Christ the Lord founded
one Church and one Church only’’ (UR 1): That is the decisive event, once
accomplished and ever to be ‘‘remembered’’ (anamnesis) as the community
gathers for worship—notably in ‘‘the wonderful sacrament of the Eucharist by
which the unity of the Church is both signified and brought about’’ (UR 2; cf.
SC 47). Again, ‘‘It is the Holy Spirit, dwelling in those who believe and per-
vading and ruling over the entire Church, who brings about that wonderful
communion of the faithful and joins them together so intimately in Christ
that he is the principle of the Church’s unity’’ (UR 2; cf. SC 2, and 5 ad finem):
That is what renders the ‘‘invocation’’ (epiclesis) of the Spirit ecclesiologically
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apt at every present moment. Third, ‘‘What has revealed the love among us is
that the only begotten Son of God has been sent by the Father into the world, so
that, being made man, he might by his redemption of the entire human race
give new life to it and unify it. . . .The Church, then, God’s only flock, like a
standard lifted on high for the nations to see, ministers the Gospel of peace to
all mankind, as it makes its pilgrim way in hope toward its goal, the fatherland
above’’ (UR 2; cf. SC 2). That is the Church’s life and witness in ‘‘anticipation’’
(prolepsis) of the final and universal Kingdom of God. In Trinitarian sum-
mary, urging the faithful to ecumenical activity that is ‘‘loyal to the truth we
have received from the Apostles and the Fathers, and in harmony with the faith
which the Catholic Church has always professed, and at the same time tending
toward that fullness in which our Lord wants his Body to grow in the course of
time,’’ the council ‘‘places its hope entirely in the prayer of Christ for the
Church, in the love of the Father for us, and in the power of the Holy Spirit’’
(UR 24).

Now comes our example from the dialogue between the World Methodist
Council and the Roman Catholic Church. From its tentatively titled Towards a
Statement on the Church (Nairobi, 1986), where the formulation of the goal is
found for the first time in terms of ‘‘full communion in faith, mission, and
sacramental life,’’ the Methodist/Catholic dialogue proceeded in a strongly
Trinitarian and increasingly sacramental mode to a fuller ecclesiology in The
Gift Given You in Christ: Catholics and Methodists Reflect Further on the Church
(Seoul, 2006).22

For our present purposes, particular interest resides in the Joint Com-
mission’s theological summary—in paragraph 137 of the Seoul report—of the
potential benefits of reconciliation between Methodists and Catholics as
‘‘the mutual enhancement of each other’s oneness, holiness, catholicity and
apostolicity’’:

a. In an important sense, two uniting churches give to one another the gift
of unity. In this case, two different aspects of unity would be valuably
combined, one more structural and historical, the other more spiritual
and eschatological. The Catholic Church believes that the unity Christ
bestowed on his Church from the beginning ‘‘subsists in the Catholic
Church’’ (UR 4; cf. Ut unum sint, 11), particularly because of the con-
tinuance in it of the Petrine ministry. In a sense, therefore, through this
essential sign of visible unity, the Catholic Church can give the gift of
unity to the Methodist Church. On the other hand, Methodists under-
stand unity primarily as the spiritual unity of the body of Christ, which
Christians must strive to make more visible in the world but which will
remain imperfectly realized until the last day. This eschatological em-
phasis is important and reminds Catholics that unity is also a vocation
that must inspire and challenge us each day towards an ever greater
attainment of it.

b. The emphasis upon holiness which Methodists and Catholics al-
ready share means that we would give each other great solidarity and
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encouragement in our living of this mark of the Church and in our
striving for an ever fuller realization of it. We would also have the joy of
sharing the inspiring example of our saints.

c. Christian divisions prevent the Church from realizing ‘‘the fullness of
catholicity proper to her’’ (UR 4; emphasis added). The firm commit-
ment of Methodists and Catholics to ecumenism is indicative of our
shared desire for ever greater catholicity, and that commitment and de-
sire would be further strengthened by our unity. In accordance with its
twofold meaning, the catholicity both of Catholics and also of Metho-
dists would be enhanced by our unity: by an increased depth and bal-
ance of belief and by an increased vigor and scope of outreach.

d. Methodists can receive a vital sign of apostolicity fromCatholics, namely,
the apostolic succession of bishops. However, Catholics have much to
gain from the commitment to apostolic mission, which is an explicit
part of Methodist identity.

Within such a perspective of divine gift and human responsibility, of divine
call and active human reception (and now I speak as an individual theologian
rather than as cochairman of the commission), one may wonder whether the
Catholic Church, as well as Methodism, might allow itself to be ‘‘completed,’’ if
not indeed ‘‘corrected.’’ While ‘‘the Church is held, as a matter of faith, to be
unfailingly holy,’’ this holiness has to be addressed to all the faithful as a ‘‘call’’
(LG 39). Moreover, the Church as such, being ‘‘at once holy and in need of
purification, follows constantly the path of penance and renewal [sancta simul et
semper purificanda, poenitentiam et renovationem continuo prosequitur]’’ (ibid., 8;
cf. UR 4: ‘‘ut ecclesia . . . de die in diem mundetur et renovetur’’). Regarding
catholicity, the conciliar decree on ecumenism declares that ‘‘the divisions
among Christians prevent the Church from realizing in practice the fullness of
catholicity proper to her in those of her sons and daughters who, though joined
to her by baptism, are yet separated from full communion with her. Further-
more, the Church herself finds it more difficult to express in actual life her full
catholicity in every respect’’ (UR 4: Immo et pro ipsa ecclesia difficilius fit pleni-
tudinem catholicitatis sub omni respectu in ipsa vitae realitate exprimere). If the
note of catholicity may receive less than full (dare one say?) ‘‘embodiment’’ in a
Catholic Church, might one not say the same of unity?23

My intention in posing those questions is not to dismiss unity, any more
than holiness or catholicity, into invisibility or postpone it into an indefinite
future (such as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith repeatedly
warned against in Mysterium Ecclesiae, 1; and in Dominus Iesus, 17). Rather, I
wish to suggest that a genuinely eschatological tension allows all of the ‘‘notes’’
of the Church to be confessed in a dynamic sense that fosters their perfect and
tangible attainment, albeit within the limits of a pilgrim existence. In that way,
other authentically Trinitarian churches and ecclesial communities—marked
by the Gospel, the scriptures, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and active faith (cf.
UR 20–23)—could be regarded as part of the ‘‘one holy catholic Church’’ while
praying and working toward the fullness that would come to them—and to the
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Roman Church—on the establishment of a more perfect communion with the
apostolic Petrine See in structures that still demand elaboration. (I discuss the
matter of a ‘‘universal ministry of unity’’ in the final section of this chapter.)

A Systematic Framework

In a nutshell, our categories of ‘‘anamnesis,’’ ‘‘epiclesis,’’ and ‘‘prolepsis’’—in
terms of which we have read the Second Vatican Council—correspond to the
constancy of the character, action, and purpose of the Triune God revealed and
played out in the history of salvation as this is so beautifully unfolded in, for
instance, the second, third, and fourth chapters of Lumen gentium. That is the
framework within which one may appropriately understand the notion and
reality of ‘‘renewal within tradition.’’ The time has now come to examine what
light the documents of Vatican II shed on that exact notion and perhaps even to
ask (in ecumenical friendship) how the council may have contributed to such a
reality—to the benefit of relations between the Catholic Church and other
communities with ecclesial claims.

What does Vatican II have to say about the principles, needs, and possi-
bilities for renewal? A note is first needed about the word ‘‘new.’’ In New
Testament usage, the word ‘‘kainos’’ carries a far more significant sense than
mere ‘‘novelty.’’24 In connection with Christ and his work of redemption, the
sacred texts speak of ‘‘the new covenant’’ (2 Cor 3:6; Heb 9:15), a ‘‘new com-
mandment’’ (Jn 13:34), a ‘‘new man’’ (Eph 2:15; 4:24; Col 3:10) who walks in
‘‘newness of life’’ (Rom 6:4; cf. 7:6; 2 Cor 4:16), a ‘‘new creature’’ (2 Cor 5:15;
Gal 6:15; cf. Titus 3:5), a ‘‘new name’’ (Rev 2:17; 3:12), a ‘‘new Jerusalem’’ (Rev
3:12; 21:2) where a ‘‘new song’’ is sung (Rev 5:9; 14:3), and indeed a ‘‘new
heaven and a new earth’’ (Rev 21:1). All of this is an eschatological newness
because Christ is ‘‘the last Adam’’ (1 Cor 15:45; cf. Rom 5:12–21), and therewith
‘‘the last days’’ have already dawned (Heb 1:2) and are upon us (Acts 2:17). At
the institution of the Eucharist, Christ designates the cup of wine as ‘‘the new
covenant in my blood’’ (1 Cor 11:25; cf. Mt 26:28; Mk 14:24; Lk 22:20); fur-
thermore, borrowing from Hebrews 13:20 [en haimati diathêkês aiôniou], the
Roman canon names it ‘‘the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and
everlasting covenant [novi et aeterni testamenti].’’

That is the semantic field—grounded in salvation history—in which the
Second Vatican Council can speak of ‘‘renewal’’ in the Church, whether with
reference to the liturgy or to unity. Lumen gentium saw the covenant with Israel
as a preparation and prefiguration of ‘‘the new and perfect covenant which was
to be ratified in Christ’’ (LG 9: foederis illius novi et perfecti, in Christo feriendi).
Dei verbum declared that ‘‘the Christian economy, since it is the new and
definitive covenant, will never pass away’’ (DV 4: Oeconomia ergo christiana,
utpote foedus novum et definitivum, nunquam praeteribit). Such eschatological
newness does not allow for repetition, but it does allow for renewal and may
even, while the Church remains in its pilgrim phase, require it.25 That is why
the two principal documents of our investigation—Sacrosanctum concilium and
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Unitatis redintegratio—can use the language of revision, restoration, and even
reform[ation]. The location for all that is positive in these matters is the tra-
dition of the Church, as comprehensively understood in Dei verbum:

What was handed on by the apostles comprises everything that serves
to make the People of God live their lives in holiness and increase
their faith. In this way the Church, in her doctrine, life and worship,
perpetuates and transmits to every generation all that she herself is, all
that she believes.

The Tradition that comes from the apostles makes progress
(proficit) in the Church, with the help of the Holy Spirit. . . .The say-
ings of the Holy Fathers are a witness to the life-giving presence of this
Tradition, showing how its riches are poured out in the practice and
life of the Church, in her belief and her prayer. By means of the same
Tradition the full canon of the sacred books is known to the Church
and the Holy Scriptures themselves are more thoroughly understood
and constantly actualized in the Church. Thus God, who spoke in the
past, continues to converse with the spouse of his beloved Son. And
the Holy Spirit, through whom the living voice of the Gospel rings out
in the Church—and through her in the world—leads believers to the
full truth, and makes the Word of Christ dwell in them in all its rich-
ness [cf. Col. 3:16]. (DV 8)

The conciliar constitution on the liturgy places its program under ‘‘the
renewal of the covenant between the Lord and men in the Eucharist,’’ from
which ‘‘grace is poured forth upon us as from a fountain’’ (SC 10). On this
principle, liturgical revision is possible and indeed necessary but only in accord
with the divine institution and in organic continuity with sound tradition:

In order that the Christian people may more certainly derive an abun-
dance of graces from the sacred liturgy, holy Mother Church desires
to undertake with great care a general restoration [instauratio] of the
liturgy itself. For the liturgy is made up of unchangeable elements
divinely instituted, and of elements subject to change. These latter not
only may be changed but ought to be changed with the passage of
time, if they have suffered from the intrusion of anything out of har-
mony with the inner nature of the liturgy or have become less suitable.
In this restoration both texts and rites should be drawn up so as to
express more clearly the holy things which they signify. The Christian
people, as far as is possible, should be able to understand them with
ease and take part in them fully, actively, and as a community. (SC 21)

In order that sound tradition be retained, and yet the way remain open
to legitimate progress [ut sana traditio retineatur et tamen via legitimae
progressioni aperiatur], a careful investigation—theological, historical,
and pastoral—should always be made into each part of the liturgy
which is to be revised. Furthermore the general laws governing the
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structure and meaning of the liturgy must be studied in conjunction
with the experience derived from recent liturgical reforms and from
the indults granted to various places. Finally, there should be no in-
novations [innovationes] unless the good of the Church genuinely and
certainly requires them, and care must be taken that any new forms
[novae formae] should in some way grow organically from forms al-
ready existing. (SC 23)

Article 50 of the constitution specifies the kinds of revision to be undertaken in
the liturgy of the Mass:

The rite of the Mass is to be revised [recognascatur] in such a way that
the intrinsic nature and purpose of its several parts, as well as the
connection between them, may be more clearly manifested, and that
devout and active participation by the faithful may be more easily
achieved. For this purpose the rites are to be simplified, due care being
taken to preserve their substance [probe servata eorum substantia]. Parts
which with the passage of time came to be duplicated, or were added
with little advantage, are to be omitted. Other parts which suffered
loss through accidents of history are to be restored [restituantur], as
may seem useful or necessary, in accordance with the shape they took
in the days of the holy Fathers. (SC 50)

With regard to the liturgical calendar, ‘‘The liturgical year is to be so revised
that the traditional customs and usages of the sacred seasons are preserved or
restored to suit the conditions of modern times. Their specific character is to
be retained so that they may duly nourish the piety of the faithful who cele-
brate the mysteries of Christian redemption and, above all, the paschal mys-
tery’’ (SC 107).

Given the interplay between the ‘‘lex orandi’’ and the ‘‘lex credendi,’’
matters of doctrine are, of course, involved in liturgical ‘‘renewal’’;26 they come
evenmore to the fore in the area of ecumenism since fundamental ecclesiology
is there at stake. Unitatis redintegratio must also, therefore, be examined for
what it says about the principles, possibilities, and needs of renewal within
tradition. A likely guideline is provided by the concise formulation of Vincent
of Lérins: ‘‘non nova, sed nove’’—not new things, but in new ways. That would
match what Pope John XXIII said in his address Gaudet Mater Ecclesia at the
opening of the Second Vatican Council on October 11, 1962.27 The authentic
teaching of the Church, constantly transmitted by the Fathers and by ancient
and modern theologians as far as the Council of Trent and the First Vatican
Council, now needed to be presented to the world in contemporary forms
of thought and speech: ‘‘The substance of the ancient doctrine—the deposit of
faith—is one thing,’’ said the pope, ‘‘and the language in which it is presented
is another.’’28

The decree on ecumenism recognizes that there is ‘‘a task of renewal and
reform’’ (opus renovationis necnon reformationis) to be accomplished in ‘‘faithful-
ness to Christ’s will for the Church’’ (UR 4). Those terms are then repeatedly
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used in reference to the ‘‘movement toward unity’’ in its full ecumenical di-
mensions:

Every renewal of the Church [omnis renovatio ecclesiae] essentially
consists in an increase of fidelity to her own calling. Undoubtedly this
explains the dynamism of the movement toward unity.

Christ summons the Church, as she goes her pilgrim way, to that
continual reformation of which she always has need, insofar as she is
an institution of men here on earth [ad hanc perennem reformationem
qua ipsa, qua humanum terrenumque institutum, perpetuo indiget].
Consequently, if, in various times and circumstances, there have been
deficiencies in moral conduct or in Church discipline, or even in the
way that Church teaching has been formulated—to be carefully dis-
tinguished from the deposit of faith itself—these should be set right at
the opportune moment and in the proper way.

Church renewal therefore has notable ecumenical importance.
Already this renewal is taking place in various spheres of the Church’s
life: the biblical and liturgical movements, the preaching of the Word
of God and catechetics, the apostolate of the laity, new forms of reli-
gious life and the spirituality of married life, and the Church’s social
teaching and activity. All these should be considered as promises and
guarantees for the future progress of ecumenism. (UR 6)29

Authentic ecumenism is said to depend on ‘‘interior conversion,’’ and this
‘‘newness of mind’’ (novitas mentis; cf. Eph 4:23) is ascribed to the Holy Spirit
(UR 7), whose grace is required amid the conditions set by the humanity and
the historicity of the Church. Thus, again, invocation (of the Holy Spirit) joins
remembrance (of the faithfully transmitted past) in anticipation of the ‘‘full
and perfect unity’’ that ‘‘God in his kindness wills’’ (UR 5).

I think I have shown, especially with attention to Sacrosanctum concilium
and Unitatis redintegratio, that the documents of the Second Vatican Council
allow for renewal within tradition—not least when set in relation to the broader
ecumenical and liturgical movements with their concern for the recovery of
full unity among Christians of institutionally divided traditions and the re-
newal of their intentionally common worship. How far has this happened?
Having already recounted, in the first section of this chapter, some of the
council’s liturgical effects and located them within the wider liturgical move-
ment among the churches, I here limit myself to the ecumenical movement
toward the recovery of full ecclesial unity in the truth of the Gospel. I attend
particularly to places where ecclesiological doctrine is affected and take into
account the distinction between ‘‘the deposit of faith itself ’’ and ‘‘the way in
which Church teaching has been formulated.’’

Vatican II—and particularly the decree Unitatis redintegratio—marked the
official entry of the Catholic Church into the ecumenical movement. Mini-
mally, ecumenism requires only the assumption that Christianity exists in
some sense beyond the institutional or canonical bounds of one’s own com-
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munity. Up to that point, the chief vehicle of the ecumenical movement had
been theWorld Council of Churches. Its general secretary, the Dutch Reformed
pastor W. A. Visser’t Hooft, had said of the Second Vatican Council that it
was ‘‘our business too’’: ‘‘Nostra res agitur.’’30 According to the constitution
of the World Council of Churches, the Roman Catholic Church could have
entered into membership of that body without forfeiting its own ecclesiology
or endorsing the ecclesial claims of other members in their own sense. The
Catholic Church decided against membership, but a joint working group was
set up with the World Council of Churches, which facilitated the appointment
of Roman Catholic theologians to the Faith and Order Commission.31 In his
encyclical letter Ut unum sint (1995), Pope John Paul II declared ‘‘irrevocable’’
the Second Vatican Council’s commitment to ‘‘the ecumenical venture’’; he
there paid repeated tribute to the work of Faith and Order, as well as to the
work of several ‘‘bilateral dialogues’’ that had blossomed since Vatican II.32

In fact, a shift in the practice—and perhaps the understanding—of doc-
trinal dialogue was introduced by the Catholic Church’s invitation of other
‘‘Christian world communions’’ to engage with itself in such dialogue one by
one. Each has naturally concentrated on the particular matters that have his-
torically been at issue between the Catholic Church and the respective bilateral
partner. In one way or another, however, each dialogue has involved the
dogmatic and structural shape of ecclesial unity—what is necessary and suf-
ficient for the ‘‘unitatis redintegratio.’’ I have already cited the dialogue be-
tween the World Methodist Council and the Roman Catholic Church as an
example. We may now look at three more cases that, by their substance,
methods, and prospects, are also important for the question of ‘‘renewal within
tradition’’ in its ecumenical aspects.

For our purposes the most interesting feature in the dialogue between the
Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation has been its treatment of
the doctrine of justification, where anathemas were exchanged in the sixteenth
century. It bears special significance on three counts: first, the original and
deep-seated Lutheran conviction that this is ‘‘the point at which the Church
stands or falls’’ (articulus stantis vel cadentis ecclesiae);33 second, the theological
procedures that were followed in constructing a ‘‘ joint declaration on the
doctrine of justification’’; third, the fact that this Joint Declaration on the Doc-
trine of Justification received the authoritative affirmation of both parties at their
highest ecclesial levels (in a signing at Augsburg on October 31, 1999). While
‘‘appropriating insights of recent biblical studies and drawing on modern in-
vestigations of the history of theology and dogma’’ (Joint Declaration on the
Doctrine of Justification, 13), Lutherans and Catholics have found a ‘‘common
way of listening to the Word of God in Scripture’’ (ibid., 8) and been convinced
that ‘‘in their respective histories [the] churches have come to new insights’’
that require them to ‘‘examine the divisive questions and condemnations and
see them in a new light’’ (ibid., 7): ‘‘This common listening, together with the
theological conversations of recent years, has led to a shared understanding of
justification. This encompasses a consensus in the basic truths’’ (ibid., 14)—
such that ‘‘the corresponding doctrinal condemnations of the sixteenth century
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do not apply to today’s partner’’ (ibid., 13) and ‘‘the remaining differences’’ of
‘‘language, theological elaboration, and emphasis’’ in the ‘‘explication’’ of the
doctrine of justification are ‘‘compatible’’ with the consensus and therefore ‘‘no
longer the occasion for doctrinal condemnations’’ (5; 14; 40).

The Joint Declaration begins substantively by displaying ‘‘The Biblical
Message of Justification’’ (articles 8–12). Then ‘‘The Common Understanding
of Justification’’ is set out in a concise, systematic—Trinitarian—statement
(15–17). Most of the rest of the document is taken up ‘‘Explicating the Common
Understanding of Justification’’: On each of seven historically controversial
points, the parties begin with a common statement (‘‘We confess together’’),
and then each respectively indicates what it wishes to assert and safeguard by
its own characteristic language and emphases, while also reassuring the part-
ner that it does not commit the errors of which it has been suspected or ac-
cused (cf. 19–39). The partners consider that the achieved consensus offers ‘‘a
solid basis’’ for treating several other ‘‘questions of varying importance which
need clarification,’’ including ‘‘the relationship between the Word of God and
church doctrine, as well as ecclesiology, ecclesial authority, church unity,
ministry, the sacraments, and the relationship between justification and social
ethics’’ (43). Such, according to the official common statement signed at Augs-
burg on October 31, 1999, is necessary ‘‘in order to reach full church commu-
nion, a unity in diversity, in which remaining differences would be ‘reconciled’
and no longer have divisive force.’’ Meanwhile, ‘‘Lutherans and Catholics will
continue their efforts ecumenically in their common witness to interpret the
message of justification in language relevant for human beings today, and
with reference both to individual and social concerns of our times’’ (ibid.).34

In this first example we have a case of a ‘‘renewal within tradition’’ that has
proceeded anamnetically by listening—again and together—to the Word of
God in scripture, which is the permanent source of the eschatologically new. In
that light, ecumenical dialogue partners have proved themselves ready and able
to reconsider their original points of difference and—without denying that
certain positions needed, and still need, to be excluded—discover common-
alities and complementarities that render continuing divisions groundless, at
least on those matters. By such clarifications, one might even say, the tradi-
tionary process has been purified so that its substantive purpose—the con-
veyance of the Gospel through time and space—may be better served and the
final Kingdom of God brought closer. Could it be that what has been hap-
pening with regard to the doctrine of justification has been occurring in other
contexts—and without yet having received authoritative endorsement—in re-
spect of other doctrines?

Our second example comes, in fact, from the international Anglican/
Roman Catholic dialogue and its treatment of doctrine concerning ‘‘Mary the
Mother of the Lord,’’ particularly in the ‘‘agreed statement’’ of the International
Commission, Mary—Grace and Hope in Christ (2005). About halfway through
the document, when the historical recital picks up from the sixteenth century,
we start to encounter heavy use of the term ‘‘re-reception’’ for both a notion
and a reality:
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One powerful impulse for Reformation in the early sixteenth century
was a widespread reaction against devotional practices which ap-
proached Mary as a mediatrix alongside Christ, or sometimes even in
his place. . . .Together with a radical re-reception of Scripture as
the fundamental touchstone of Divine Revelation, there was a re-
reception by the Reformers of the belief that Jesus Christ is the only
mediator between God and humanity. This entailed a rejection of real
and perceived abuses surrounding devotion to Mary. It led also to the
loss of some positive aspects of devotion and the diminution of her
place in the life of the Church.

In this context, the English Reformers continued to receive the
doctrine of the ancient Church concerning Mary: it is summed up in
their acceptance of her as the Theotókos, because this was seen to be
both scriptural and in accord with ancient tradition. (nos. 44–45)

In the Roman Catholic Church, the continuing growth of Marian
doctrine and devotion, while moderated by the reforming decrees of
the Council of Trent (1543–1563), also suffered the distorting influence
of Protestant-Catholic polemics. To be Roman Catholic came to be
identified by an emphasis on devotion to Mary. The depth and pop-
ularity of Marian spirituality in the nineteenth and the first half of
the twentieth centuries contributed to the definitions of the dogmas
of the Immaculate Conception (1854) and the Assumption (1950). On
the other hand, the pervasiveness of this spirituality began to give rise
to criticism both within and beyond the Roman Catholic Church and
initiated a process of re-reception. This re-reception was evident at
the Second Vatican Council which, consonant with the contemporary
biblical, patristic, and liturgical renewals, and with concern for ecu-
menical sensitivities, chose not to draft a separate document on
Mary, but to integrate doctrine about her into the Constitution on
the Church, Lumen gentium (1964)—more specifically, into its fi-
nal section describing the eschatological pilgrimage of the Church
(ch. VIII). . . .The fathers of the council consciously sought to resist
exaggerations by returning to patristic emphases and placing Marian
doctrine and devotion in its proper Christological and ecclesial con-
text. (no. 47)

Meanwhile, the commission’s report notes that ‘‘Mary has a new prominence
in Anglican worship through the liturgical renewals of the twentieth century’’
(49), such that ‘‘in recent decades a re-reception of the place of Mary in cor-
porate worship has been taking place across the Anglican communion’’ (50).

The notion of ‘‘re-reception’’ is interesting and merits closer systematic
attention to what it implies in the way of affirmation, criticism, and develop-
ment over the course of tradition. The writers of the Anglican-Roman Catholic
statement agree that authentic doctrine (in this case concerning Mary) is—and
must be—‘‘consonant with’’ (58), ‘‘not contrary to’’ (59), and ‘‘in conformity
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with’’ (61) scripture; and they refer to Vatican II’s constitution Dei verbum for
‘‘the central role of Scripture in the reception and transmission of Revelation.’’
They conclude that ‘‘Revelation is received by the community of believers and
transmitted in time and place through the Scriptures and through the preach-
ing, liturgy, spirituality, life, and teaching of the Church, that draw upon the
Scriptures’’ (61). Such a view clearly implies the need for a continuing means
of determining fidelity to the permanent witness of scripture. The dialogue
commission is aware that the ‘‘re-reception’’ proposed in the case of Mary
would entail a ‘‘re-reception’’ also in the more comprehensive and indeed
fundamental case of the magisterium, which is doctrinally responsible for
securing the authenticity of all doctrines in relation to the definitive divine
revelation: ‘‘Our hope is that the Roman Catholic Church and the Anglican
Communion will recognize a common faith in the agreement concerningMary
which we offer here. Such a re-reception would mean the Marian teaching
and devotion within our respective communities, including differences of
emphasis, would be seen to be authentic expressions of Christian belief. Any
such re-reception would have to take place within the context of a mutual re-
reception of an effective teaching authority in the Church, such as that set out
in The Gift of Authority’’ (63). With that, including the final mention of the
commission’s earlier report, we have arrived at our third example of a possible
‘‘renewal within tradition,’’ which both the texts and the event of the Second
Vatican Council might by their givenness justify (anamnesis), by their inspi-
ration promote (epiclesis), and by their beginning effectiveness foreshadow
(prolepsis).

In the encyclical that confirmed the Catholic Church’s irrevocable com-
mitment to the ecumenical cause (characterized in article 95 as ‘‘the full and
visible communion of all those Communities in which, by virtue of God’s
faithfulness, his Spirit dwells’’), Pope John Paul II sought to configure the
claimed primacy of the Roman See more clearly and effectively as ‘‘a universal
ministry of Christian unity.’’ He cited the very phrase that the Fifth World
Conference on Faith and Order at Santiago de Compostela in 1993 had used in
calling for ‘‘a new study of the question’’ (cf. Ut unum sint, 89): ‘‘I am con-
vinced that I have a particular responsibility in this regard, above all in ac-
knowledging the ecumenical aspirations of the majority of the Christian
Communities and in heeding the request made of me to find a way of exer-
cising the primacy which, while in no way renouncing what is essential to its
mission, is nonetheless open to a new situation’’ (95). Now within the Catholic
Church itself, the Second Vatican Council—both in its texts and as an event—
had treated the primacy at least in the manner of its exercise, if not also in
its substance. The very fact of Pope John XXIII’s convoking a council was
significant, if papal maximalism might have rendered councils superfluous.
The conciliar constitution on the Church attributes an exalted place to the
college of bishops—as successors to the apostolic ‘‘college’’—in expounding
at length the hierarchical structure of the people of God (Lumen gentium,
ch. 3). Yet the stated intention is not to deviate from the Pastor aeternus of
Vatican I:

430 commentary: anamnesis, epiclesis, prolepsis



This sacred synod, following in the steps of the First Vatican Council,
teaches and declares with it that Jesus Christ, the eternal pastor, set up
the holy Church by entrusting the apostles with their mission as he
himself had been sent by the Father (cf. John 20:21). He willed that
their successors, the bishops namely, should be the shepherds in his
Church to the end of the world. In order that the episcopate itself,
however, might be one and undivided he put Peter at the head of the
other apostles, and in him he set up a lasting and visible source and
foundation of the unity both of faith and communion. This teaching
concerning the institution, the permanence, the nature and import of
the sacred primacy of the Roman Pontiff and his infallible teaching
office, the sacred synod proposes anew to be firmly believed by all the
faithful, and, proceeding undeviatingly with this same undertaking
(et in eodem percepto pergens), it proposes to proclaim publicly and
enunciate clearly the doctrine concerning bishops, successors of the
apostles, who together with Peter’s successor, the Vicar of Christ and
the visible head of the whole Church, direct the house of the living
God. (LG 18)

And again:

The college or body of bishops has for all that no authority unless
united with (nisi simul cum) the Roman Pontiff, Peter’s successor, as
its head, whose primatial authority, let it be added, over all, whether
pastors or faithful, remains in its integrity. For the Roman Pontiff, by
reason of his office as Vicar of Christ, namely, and as pastor of the
entire Church, has full, supreme and universal power over the whole
Church, a power which he can always exercise unhindered. The order
of bishops is the successor to the college of the apostles in their role as
teachers and pastors, and in it the apostolic college is perpetuated.
Together with (una cum) their head, the Supreme Pontiff, and never
apart from him, they have supreme and full authority over the univer-
sal Church; but this power cannot be exercised without the agreement
of the Roman Pontiff. (LG 22)

In connection, then, with our question of ‘‘renewal within tradition,’’ how
is Vatican II to be related to Vatican I in the matter of papal primacy? Im-
mediately after the First Vatican Council, John Henry Newman took a dia-
chronic view of the attainment of Catholic truth in this as in other doctrines:
‘‘Looking at early history, it would seem as if the Church moved on to the
perfect truth by successive declarations, alternately in contrary directions, and
thus perfecting, completing, supplying each other’’; ‘‘If you look into history,
you find popes continually completing the acts of their predecessors, and
councils too—sometimes only half the truth is brought out at one time—I
doubt not a coming pope, or a coming council, will so explain and guard what
has been now passed by the late council, as to clear up all that troubles us now’’;
‘‘Other definitions are necessary, and were intended, and will be added, if we
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are patient, to reduce the dogma to its proper proportions and place in the
Catholic system.’’35

Following the Second Vatican Council, Walter Kasper and other Catholic
theologians have considered that within the texts of Vatican II—as with earlier
councils also—certain ‘‘ juxtapositions’’ remain that allow and call for a sub-
sequent theological synthesis.36 In the ‘‘new situation’’ of which John Paul II
spoke, might we pursue this task for the benefit of not only the Catholic
Church but also the entire ecumenical cause? Doing so would constitute a
continuation of the ‘‘patient and fraternal dialogue on this subject,’’ to which
the pope invited other ‘‘church leaders and their theologians.’’ Given ‘‘the real
but imperfect communion existing between us,’’ we might thereby create ‘‘a
dialogue in which, leaving useless controversies behind, we could listen to
one another, keeping before us only the will of Christ for his Church and
allowing ourselves to be deeply moved by his plea ‘that they may all be
one . . . so that the world may believe that you have sent me’ (Jn 17:21)’’ (Ut
unum sint, no. 96). The rhythm of anamnesis, epiclesis, and prolepsis is there
clearly set forth: the primatial office—as intentionally a universal ministry of
unity—is newly placed at the service of keeping the traditionary process in the
Church faithful to its origin in the Gospel and its goal in the completion of
God’s Kingdom.37

Conclusion

From the texts of Vatican II it is clear that ‘‘renewal within tradition’’ was a
coherent notion for the council and that the council intended to serve that
purpose. It is not up to me, being only in ‘‘imperfect communion’’ with the
Catholic Church, to estimate how far this aim has been internally received—its
effects in Catholic thought and practice.38Ultimately, that is for the Lord of the
Ages to judge. Meanwhile, an ecumenically engaged Protestant (Methodist)
theologian has much reason for gratitude to the Second Vatican Council for its
service to the twin causes of the recovery of full unity among Christians of
institutionally divided traditions and the renewal of their intentionally com-
mon worship. I find myself thereby encouraged to continue along the road of
an historically informed and empathetic retrieval of the past in its decisive and
even divisive moments (anamnesis)—reliant upon the continuing guidance of
the Spirit in the ecumenical movement that he is believed to have inspired
(epiclesis)—toward a future that can be envisaged by a disciplined imagination
in light of the revealed purpose of God (prolepsis).

notes

1. English versions are here taken—with an occasional minor adjustment—from
Vatican Council II, vol. 1, The Conciliar and Postconciliar Documents, ed. Austin Flannery
(Boston: St. Paul Editions, 1988).
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2. Justin Martyr, First Apology, 67.
3. In the years before Vatican II, the Oratorian Louis Bouyer had already ex-

pounded the rites and offices of ‘‘the last three days of Holy Week’’ in the Tridentine
liturgy in that way: Le mystère pascal (Paschale sacramentum) (Paris: Éditions du Cerf,
1945). In Liturgical Piety (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1955),
Bouyer extends the Paschal mystery to all of the features of the liturgy: the Mass, the
sacraments, the calendar (not only Easter but also Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany),
the commemoration of the saints, and the divine office. See also his Eucharistie:
Théologie et spiritualité de la prière eucharistique (Tournai, Belgium: Desclée, 1966; in
English, Eucharist: Theology and Spirituality of the Eucharistic Prayer [Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1968]). Father Bouyer was not blind to some faults and
weaknesses in the liturgical movement, as the subtitle to the French translation of the
second book mentioned shows: La vie de la liturgie: Une critique constructive du mouve-
ment liturgique (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1960).

4. Importantly, Cipriano Vagaggini, Il senso teologico della liturgia, 4th rev. ed.
(1957; Rome: Edizioni Paoline, 1965; in English, Theological Dimensions of the Liturgy
[Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1976]).

5. See Irmgard Pahl, ‘‘The Paschal Mystery in Its Central Meaning for the Shape
of Christian Liturgy,’’ Studia Liturgica 26 (1996): 16–38. The ‘‘Christian mystery’’ or
‘‘Paschal mystery’’ headlines the liturgical sections of the postconciliar Catechism of the
Catholic Church (1993).

6. ‘‘The two parts which in a sense go to make up the Mass, viz., the liturgy of the
word and the Eucharistic liturgy, are so closely connected with each other that they form
but one single act of worship’’ (SC 56). The point was emphasized in the council’s
teaching and decree concerning Sunday: ‘‘By a tradition handed down from the apos-
tles, which took its origin from the very day of Christ’s resurrection, the Church cele-
brates the paschal mystery every seventh day, which day is appropriately called the
Lord’s Day or Sunday. For on this day Christ’s faithful are bound to come together in
one place. They should listen to the word of God and take part in the Eucharist, thus
calling to mind the passion, resurrection, and glory of the Lord Jesus, and giving thanks
to God who ‘has begotten them again through the resurrection of Christ from the dead,
unto a living hope’ (1 Pet 1:3)’’ (SC 106). The text here clearly echoes Justin Martyr
concerning Sunday and its liturgy.

7. In many English-speaking Protestant churches a Common Lectionary (1983; rev.
1992), although based on the Roman, employs the typological principle quite broadly in
the Sundays after Pentecost by matching readings from the Pentateuch with Matthew
in his gospel year, the Davidic narratives with Mark, and the Prophets with Luke.

8. Service books in many Protestant churches now typically set forth what The
United Methodist Book of Worship (1992) calls ‘‘Word and Table’’ as the ‘‘full’’ form of
worship on the Lord’s day. In its ‘‘Dublin Report’’ of 1976, the Joint Commission for
Dialogue between the World Methodist Council and the Roman Catholic Church made
a bold observation and claim: ‘‘In recent years . . . there has been a notable recovery of
Eucharistic faith and practice among Methodists, with a growing sense that the fullness
of Christian worship includes both word and sacrament. Similarly among Roman
Catholics there has been a renewal in the theology and practice of the ministry of the
word. These developments have resulted in a remarkable convergence, so that at no
other time has the worshipping life of Methodists and Roman Catholics had so much
in common.’’ See further Geoffrey Wainwright, ‘‘The Ecumenical Scope of Metho-
dist Liturgical Revision,’’ Centro pro unione: Bulletin 62 (2002): 16–26; also printed
in Liturgical Renewal as a Way to Christian Unity, ed. James F. Puglisi (Collegeville,
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Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2005), 35–59. Caution nevertheless remains in order; see my
‘‘Ecclesia de Eucharistia vivit: An Ecumenical Reading,’’ Ecumenical Trends 33 (October
2004): 1–9.

9. The conciliar decree on the missionary activity of the Church—Ad gentes—
emphasized the part played in evangelization by the liturgical catechumenate and the
sacraments of initiation (AG 11, 14).

10. On the more recent twists and turns see Helen Hill Hitchcock, ‘‘A New Era of
Liturgical Renewal: Foundations and Future,’’ Antiphon: A Journal for Liturgical Renewal
10 (2006): 12–31. Given the major theme of the present book as ‘‘renewal within
tradition,’’ an anecdote may perhaps be permitted. On CNN television on June 15, 2006,
during ‘‘In the Situation Room with Wolf Blitzer,’’ it was announced by ‘‘our corre-
spondent on faith and values’’ that the U.S. Catholic bishops had decided to replace the
‘‘traditional’’ [sic] response ‘‘and also with you’’ by ‘‘and with your spirit.’’ So quickly had
the memory of ‘‘et cum spiritu tuo’’ faded?

11. Such factors were recognized in Unitatis redintegratio as ‘‘ecumenically im-
portant’’ instances of the ‘‘renewal’’ that was already ‘‘taking place in various spheres of
the Church’s life’’ (UR 6).

12. See, briefly, Geoffrey Wainwright, Christian Initiation (London: Lutterworth
Press, 1969), 58f., 98f. A more detailed discussion is found in Bernard Leeming,
Principles of Sacramental Theology (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1956), in par-
ticular 143–61, 497–520.

13. For examples of official Roman language from this period see Yves Congar,
Chrétiens désunis (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1937), 381f.; or idem, Dialogue between Chris-
tians: Catholic Contributions to Ecumenism (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1966),
200–202. Gustave Thils has shown that some post-Reformation Catholic theologians
were unwilling to dismiss Protestants and their communities as simply ‘‘not-church’’;
see his Histoire doctrinale du mouvement oecuménique (Louvain, Belgium: Warny, 1955),
183–87; or, in more detail, his Louvain dissertation, Les notes de l’Église dans l’apologétique
catholique depuis la Réforme (Gembloux, Belgium: Duculot, 1937).

14. ‘‘Elements or endowments’’ (elementa seu bona) have a more constitutive ring
to them than the ‘‘traces of the Church’’ (vestigia Ecclesiae) that pioneering Catholic
ecumenists detected in other communities. The nascent World Council of Churches
had used the latter term with positive intent in its own ecclesiological searchings. In a
more negative context, John Calvin had spoken thus of what had survived among the
Papists from the dissolution of the Church (‘‘superesse ex dissipatione vestigia ecclesiae’’),
‘‘remains’’ (reliquiae) among the ruins (Institutes, IV.2.11–12). See Thils, Histoire doc-
trinale, 142–47, 187–97.

15. A note that refers to the Fourth Lateran Council, the Second Council of Lyons,
and the Council of Florence indicates that the language of ‘‘church’’ here applies to ‘‘the
East’’ (asUR 14–18 makes clear), while ‘‘the West’’ will have to make do with ‘‘separated
churches and ecclesial communities’’—without precise definition (UR 19–24).

16. In June 1959 a group of distinguished Catholic ecumenists composed a note in
which ‘‘the value of baptism, however administered, as the distinguishing mark of
Christians, and communion (koinonia) as the basis of the idea of the Church, are singled
out as theological points that are crucial for any agreement.’’ See History of Vatican II,
vol. 1, ed. Giuseppe Alberigo (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1995), 24f., for this ‘‘Note du
comité directeur de la ‘conférence catholique pour les questions oecuméniques’ sur la
restauration de l’unité chrétienne à l’occasion du prochain concile.’’

17. Augustine, Epistle 187.34 (PL 33: 846).
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22

The Challenges of Reform

and Renewal within Catholic

Tradition

Matthew L. Lamb

The introduction closed with the question of whether Vatican II would
go down in history as a genuinely reforming council or fail at this task.
Pope Benedict XVI has emphasized that the council will contribute to
a genuine renewal of the Church and the world only when its teach-
ings are understood and appropriated within the two millennial tra-
dition of the Catholic faith. He spelled out the nature of a Catholic
hermeneutics of reform within tradition by distinguishing between
inevitable discontinuities of historical situations that are met by a pro-
found continuity of the principles informing the truth of Catholic
teaching down the ages. As he remarked in the address quoted at the
beginning of this book, ‘‘It is precisely in this combination of conti-
nuity and discontinuity at different levels that the very nature of true
reform consists.’’ This is very different from the hermeneutics of dis-
continuity, which distorts the event of the council by privileging only
what is new in its texts, as if the textual references to the continuity of
deeper theological principles in past teachings are no more than
compromises aimed at getting votes for the new.

Such a mistaken emphasis upon the new as the ‘‘spirit’’ or ‘‘style’’
of the council also led not a few theologians to construct treatises on
the church, liturgy, sacraments, ecumenism, and dialogue with world
religions that focused almost exclusively on what was new in the
teachings of Vatican II. Popes, especially Pope John Paul II and Pope
Benedict XVI, and the synods of bishops always situated the teachings
of Vatican II within a long magisterial tradition. Those who failed to
understand the council within the whole living tradition of the Church
at times criticized this as thwarting the spirit of Vatican II. Those
whose works tend toward a hermeneutics of rupture charge that papal



teachings seek ‘‘a restoration so that . . . it is difficult to find cohesion between
magisterial documents and the spirit of the Second Vatican Council.’’1

However, it is not ‘‘restoration’’ but recognition by the popes that no
ecumenical council can be properly understood except within the ongoing
living tradition of the Church. No ecumenical council explicates the whole of
the Catholic faith tradition. Councils are called to address specific questions
and issues in the light of the truths revealed by Jesus Christ and consigned to
the apostles and their successors to hand on faithfully until the Lord returns in
glory. The council’s authoritative documents reflect the way in which the basic
principles of the Catholic faith are applied to the variety of historical circum-
stances at different times. To appreciate the continuity from the first ecu-
menical council of Nicea in 325 ad through the most recent council one must
attend to the sacred mysteries revealed by the Triune God and expressed in the
creeds and worship of the Catholic Church. Along with a lively faith and
reverent worship, a profound study of the wealth of Catholic magisterial and
theological teachings is incumbent upon Catholic theologians.

The challenge of providing an adequate understanding of Catholic
teachings and tradition is that both faith and reason are needed. Fidelity to the
Catholic magisterium requires an uncompromising dedication to intelli-
gence and truth, to faith in Jesus Christ as ‘‘the way, the truth, and the life,’’
and to the light of reason as the immaterial image of God ‘‘enlightening every
human being coming into the world.’’2 As Benedict XVI stated in his Re-
gensburg lecture, ‘‘The courage to engage the whole breadth of reason, and not
the denial of its grandeur—this is the program with which a theology groun-
ded in Biblical faith enters into the debates of our time.’’3 The light of faith
elevates and heals the light of reason; it does not blind reason. One of the
greatest challenges the Catholic theologian faces is the need to acquire a com-
bination of linguistic skills, along with scholarly, philosophical, and theological
habits of mind and heart, in order to appreciate and appropriate the truth and
wisdom of the two millennial tradition of Catholic teaching.

It has become commonplace to criticize the council for not having stated
this or that element or aspect of Catholic teaching. More perceptive writers
have noted that the fault lies not with the council and its documents but with
inadequate and misleading efforts to implement the renewal the council called
for. These efforts were too often informed by theologies that failed to appre-
ciate the fundamental continuity of Catholic tradition. After the council many
Catholics in North America received doctoral training in programs that em-
phasized discontinuity. Departments of theology at Catholic universities in
North America have many or even a majority of faculty members who did not
get their doctoral degrees in Catholic programs. In Europe, some Catholic
scholars internalized the liberal versus conservative framework of the media
coverage of the council, which had a similar effect of promoting a herme-
neutics of rupture rather than renewal and reform within tradition.

The chapters in this book have presented the documents of Vatican II
within the fundamental continuity of Catholic tradition. Renewal and reform
within this tradition are demanding projects for each generation of Catholics.
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This volume is a very small contribution to this ongoing enterprise in the life of
the Church. Centuries from now, if Vatican II is ranked with other reforming
councils, it will be due to a fidelity in faith, worship, holiness, and scholarship
as they relate to the Catholic Church’s purpose of continuing the missions of
the Word incarnate and the Holy Spirit—‘‘as the Father has sent me even so I
send you.’’4 A common characteristic of all of the great reform councils in the
Church has been the generations of saintly popes, bishops, priests, religious,
laity, and scholars whose lives after the council embodied much fidelity and
devotion. Media and management techniques are no substitute for fidelity to
the great Catholic tradition and devoted scholarship to address the new situ-
ations confronting the Church with her God-gifted wisdom—ever ancient and
ever new in its beauty, in the words of Saint Augustine. Vatican II called
attention to this hallmark of the living tradition of the Church:

Now what was handed on by the Apostles includes everything which
contributes toward the holiness of life and increase in faith of the
peoples of God; and so the Church, in her teaching, life and worship,
perpetuates and hands on to all generations all that she herself is, all
that she believes. This tradition that comes from the Apostles develops
in the Church with the help of the Holy Spirit. For there is a growth in
the understanding of the realities and the words that have been
handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study
made by believers, who treasure these things in their hearts (see Luke
2:19, 51) through a penetrating understanding of the spiritual realities
which they experience, and through the preaching of those who have
received through episcopal succession the sure gift of truth. For as the
centuries succeed one another, the Church constantly moves forward
toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God reach their
complete fulfillment in her. The words of the holy fathers witness to
the presence of this living tradition, whose wealth is poured into the
practice and life of the believing and praying Church.5

Will Vatican II be known in the future as a reform council? If it is not,
the fault will lie neither in the event nor in the council’s texts but in us—
the generations of Catholics to whom the council repeated the invitation of the
Lord Jesus Christ to faithful worship, holiness, and service. Thankfully, we are
not alone in such a momentous invitation. ‘‘When we have entered the holy
dwelling, whose dimensions are vaster than those of the universe, and have
become members of the Mystical Body of Christ,’’ Fr. Henri de Lubac wrote of
the Church by quoting Paul Claudel:

We have at our disposal for loving, understanding, and serving God
not only our own powers but everything from the blessed Virgin in the
summit of heaven down to the poor African leper who, bell in hand,
whispers the responses of the Mass through a mouth half eaten away.
The whole of creation, visible and invisible, all history, all the past, the
present and the future, all the treasure of the saints, multiplied by

the challenges of reform and renewal 441



grace—all that is at our disposal. . . .All the saints and angels are with
us. We can turn to the intelligence of Saint Thomas, the right arm of
Saint Michael, the hearts of Joan of Arc and Catherine of Siena, and all
the hidden resources that have only to be touched to be set in motion.
Everything of the good, the great and the beautiful from one end of the
earth to the other—everything that begets sanctity—it is as if all that
were our work. . . .The Church transposes, and paints outside us on a
vast scale, all that is in us almost without our knowing it. Our brief and
blind impulses are wedded, taken up again, interpreted, developed, by
vast stellar movements. Outside ourselves we can decipher at astro-
nomic distances the text written on a microscopic scale in the furthest
depths of the heart.6

It is in the light and warmth and wisdom of this New Law of Love, written
in the hearts of all those baptized in the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit, that the texts of Vatican II will assist in the vast tradition—the
handing on—of the works of reform, renewal, and evangelization. At the be-
ginning of this book Pope Benedict XVI quoted Saint Basil, who wrote of
the trials and controversies attendant on the first Ecumenical Council of Nicea
in 325 ad. We can conclude as he did: ‘‘If you think any point requires fur-
ther elucidation, pray do not hesitate to pursue the investigation with all
diligence. . . .The Lord will grant full explanation on matters that have yet to
be made clear, according to the knowledge given to those who are worthy by the
Holy Spirit. Amen.’’7

notes

1. See ‘‘Pope Subverts Vatican II, Historian Charges,’’ Catholic World News (March
16, 2007); and the interview with G. Alberigo in Corriere della sera (March 15, 2007).
Also see the extensive criticisms of distorted histories of Vatican II in Agostino
Marchetto, Il Concilio Ecumenico Vaticano II: Contrappunto per la sua storia (Rome:
Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2006). English translation will be published.

2. John 1:9; 14:6.
3. Pope Benedict XVI, ‘‘Faith, Reason, and the University: Memories and Reflec-

tions,’’ in James V. Schall, The Regensburg Lecture (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine
Press, 2007), 147.

4. John 20:21.
5. Vatican II, Dei verbum: Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, no. 8.
6. Henri de Lubac, S.J., The Splendor of the Church (San Francisco: Ignatius Press,
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DrŽecnik, Maksimilijan, 339n76
Duffy, Eamon, 134, 144n21, 144n23,

144n24

Dulles, Avery, 38, 39, 73n41, 73n46, 129,
136, 137, 142n3, 143n8, 144n26, 145n39,

145n41, 161, 163, 164n29, 164n35,
222n21, 309n99, 341n118

Dupuy, B.-D., 70n1
Dupuis, Jacques, S.J., 298, 307n68, 308n87,

308n92, 309n103
Duquoc, Christian, 210, 223n32

Easter, 31, 106, 110, 114, 117, 123n64, 155, 319,

345, 399, 413, 416, 433
Holy Week, 109, 110, 114, 117, 122n46, 135,

433n3
Eastern Orthodox churches, 15, 324, 338n69,

344, 345
Edelby, Neophytus, 73n42

ecclesiology, 8, 18, 25, 31, 37, 39, 49, 102, 113,
135, 189, 207, 212, 217, 221, 232, 236,

258 269n29, 273, 276, 279, 290, 291,

294, 306n30, 312, 321, 329, 348, 349,
359, 360, 376n4, 393, 397, 399, 417,

418, 419, 420, 421, 425, 426, 427, 428,
434n14, 435n22. See also Church

of communion, 229, 232, 236, 237, 247,
248n1, 290, 335n27

sacramental, 27, 29
economics, 11, 148, 161, 162, 166, 170–1, 175,

176, 180n12, 180n14, 199, 295, 300,
304, 387, 389

economy of salvation. See salvation,
economy of

ecumenism, 15, 18, 28, 66, 183, 311–41, 359,
398, 411, 416, 417, 422, 425, 426, 439.

See also dialogue
and Catholic doctrine, 313, 321–2, 323, 325,

329, 418
as sign of unity, 318

education, 149, 151, 157, 158, 168, 198,
250n34, 258, 262, 263, 360, 383–96,

408n1, 426. See also catechesis;
children, education of; reform,

educational
Catholic schools, 17, 162, 198, 262,

383–96
of clergy, 233, 242, 243, 245, 246, 247,

250n34
government role in, 384

lay teachers in, 392, 393
non-Catholic schools, 17, 384, 388

of religious, 262, 263
religious teachers in, 392

Elders, Leo J., S.V.D., 339n78

Emery, Gilles, O.P., 225n68, 339n78
Enlightenment, the, 4, 6, 21, 95

epiclesis, 18, 64, 73n42, 414, 417, 420, 423,
430, 432

episcopate, 8, 32–3, 190, 192, 341n113, 431
rights of nominating bishops, 196,

197, 372
error, xiv, 48, 86, 87, 151, 161, 320, 375, 428

Scripture without, 67
eschatology, 18, 30, 38, 43–6, 49, 52, 59,

97n16, 103, 111, 159, 174, 175, 255,
384, 414, 421, 422, 423, 428, 429,

435n25
eternal life, x, 8, 40, 44, 52, 58, 59, 91, 138,

151, 155, 164n10, 176
eternity, 44, 52, 60, 176n1, 243, 290, 401

448 index



Eucharist, 8, 10, 12, 32, 45, 102, 103, 106–15,
118, 123n60, 125n97, 136, 141, 145n33,

273 315, 318, 319, 320, 331, 332, 337n46,

340n110, 356, 413, 422, 435n18. See also
liturgy, Mass, Paschal mystery

perpetuating the sacrifice of the Cross,
104, 109, 117

pledge of future glory, 124n75
and priesthood, 207, 208, 210, 211, 213,

214, 215, 216, 217, 218, 219, 221,
223n38, 223n39, 225n56, 226n81, 234,

235, 238, 239, 246
real presence of Christ in, 141

as sign, 109, 124n74, 318, 319
source and summit, 108, 114

Eucharistic prayers, 18, 125n97, 413, 415
Eusebius of Caesarea, 92, 319, 337n44

euthanasia, 157, 158, 162
evangelical counsels, 13, 252, 254, 255–7,

262, 263, 265, 268n20, 269n26,
269n31

evangelization, 5, 14, 16, 30, 35, 53n3, 161,
174, 192, 199, 207, 210, 216, 217, 245,

275, 277, 282, 289, 293, 294, 298,
302–3, 304, 354, 366, 375, 378, 394,

395n15, 416, 434n9, 442. See also
mission; proclamation

Everson v. Board of Education (1947), 368,
379n23

evolution, human, 79, 263
exegesis, 68, 70, 78, 89, 90, 94, 95, 97n10,

329, 331

faith
analogy of, 9, 68, 74n60, 96n7

articles of, 61, 64, 69, 324

confession of, 138, 291, 319, 419
consensus of, 65

deposit of, xi, 148, 210, 289, 318, 343,
425, 426

expression of, 51, 324
gift of, 387, 389

habit of, 61
justification by, 329, 418

life of, 323
matters of, 34, 65, 242, 346

mystery of, 104, 117, 244, 413
necessity of, 30, 293

obedience of, 61
object(s) of, 323, 338n65

patrimony of, 325
Rule of, 66, 95

transmission of, 138, 291, 319
truth(s) of, 74n60, 198, 320, 323, 406

family, 11, 42, 156, 157, 158, 161, 166–8, 170,

171, 172, 175, 176, 178n4, 258, 264, 275,
282, 351, 376, 384, 385, 386, 387, 389.

See also children, fatherhood, marriage,
motherhood, procreation

of God, 40, 46, 52, 229, 248n1, 275, 419
human, 288, 292, 354

religious, 253
Farkasfalvy, Denis, 74n55, 98n21

fascism, 16
fatherhood, 167, 168. See also family

Federici, Tomaso, 305n4
Fenton, J. C. 27, 35n10

Ferme, Brian, 203n11
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Suárez, L., 53n6, 181n18

Successor of Peter. See Roman pontiff,

office of
Suenens, Leo, 226n81, 280, 285n41

suffering, 5, 42, 106, 151, 158, 234, 312, 373,
399–400, 401, 405, 407

suicide, 158
Sunday, 115, 116, 127n135, 132, 412, 433n6,

433n7
eighth day, 106, 110

Lord’s Day, 106, 110, 250n41, 412, 433n6,
433n8

Syllabus of Errors, 360
Synan, Edward A., 408n14

Synod of Bishops, 26, 35n5, 129, 136, 142n3,
143n8, 188, 189, 191, 192, 200, 220,

282, 290, 300, 307n51, 335n27

Tanner, Norman, S.J., 176n1, 178n6,
181–2n20, 183n27, 221n3, 225n59

Tardini, Domenico, 47
Tavard, George, 337n43

Tawil, Joseph, 339n76
Taylor, Charles, 6, 21n8

technology, 11, 17, 153, 159, 169, 170, 175, 355,
383, 384, 386, 389, 390, 391, 393, 394,

395. See also science
terrorism, 173

Tertullian, 84, 92, 97n15, 98n27
Thils, Gustave, 334n16, 335n20, 335n26
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