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LUMEN GENTIUM 
CHAPTER 3 
 

THE HIERARCHY OF THE CHURCH: 
APOSTOLIC AUTHORITY, PAPAL PRIMACY, AND THE OFFICE OF BISHOPS 

 
 

Our previous reading considered the People of God, their sacramental life, and their 
relationship to the Church. We now consider the sacred hierarchy through which Christ 
teaches, sanctifies, and governs His people. 
 
Today we read Chapter III, “On the Hierarchical Structure of the Church and in Particular on 
the Episcopate,” Sections 18-29. 
 
We will continue reading alongside Sacred Scripture, Sacred Tradition, and the Church’s 
perennial teaching. Particular attention is needed when the Council discusses episcopal 
consecration, the college of bishops, papal primacy, and the authority of the Church’s 
teaching office. 
 
The Church does not receive her divine constitution from the consent of the governed. Her 
members cannot make revealed doctrine true or false by voting. The authority entrusted to 
Peter and the Apostles comes from Christ. 
 
Our questions concern both doctrine and its expression: Does the discussion of collegiality 
preserve the Pope’s full authority? Does it preserve the bishop’s personal responsibility for 
his flock? Does describing authority as service strengthen the faithful exercise of that 
authority, or become an excuse for refusing to govern? 
 

I. READ 
 
Read Chapter III, Sections 18-29, “On the Hierarchical Structure of the Church and in 
Particular on the Episcopate.” 
 
Also read the Preliminary Note of Explanation, commonly called the Nota Explicativa 
Praevia, printed after the constitution. The accompanying notification expressly directs that 
Chapter III be understood according to this note. Its safeguards belong in our reading from 
the beginning. 
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YOU WILL FIND THE READING AT THE END OF THIS DOCUMENT 
 
 

Section 18 – Christ establishes the hierarchy 
 
The chapter begins by reaffirming papal primacy. 
 
This gives us a necessary starting point. We should not approach the episcopate as though the 
First Vatican Council’s teaching were awaiting replacement. 
 
Pastor aeternus teaches that the Pope possesses real jurisdiction over the whole Church, including 
her pastors. His office cannot be reduced to offering encouragement or announcing a consensus 

reached elsewhere. 
 
The same constitution protects the authority of bishops over their own flocks. Defending the Pope 
therefore requires an accurate understanding of the episcopate as well. 
 
Our question should be concrete: Does a proposed explanation preserve the authority Christ 
established, including the obligations that authority places upon those who receive it? 
 
Section 19 – The Apostles and Peter 

 
Here we consider the apostolic foundation.  
 
Our Lord calls and sends the Apostles. They do not first create a religious association and then 
distribute authority among themselves. 
 
Matthew 10:1-8 records their commission. Matthew 16:18-19 records Christ’s particular promises 
to Peter. Matthew 28:18-20 places their mission beneath the authority of the risen Savior. 
 

These passages should be read together. The apostolic mission is shared, while Peter receives a 
particular office. 
 
The practical concern arises when cooperation among pastors is explained through political 
assumptions. Working together does not establish that every participant possesses identical 
authority, or that authority originates in the group’s collective will.  
 
Section 20 – Apostolic succession 
 

The section concerns the continuation of apostolic ministry. 
 
St. Paul instructs Timothy to entrust what he has received to faithful men capable of teaching 
others (II Timothy 2:2). Titus is charged with establishing presbyters in the cities entrusted to his 
care (Titus 1:5).  
 
The pattern involves receiving, guarding, and handing on a commission. 
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The Council of Trent likewise recognizes bishops as successors of the Apostles and distinguishes 
their authority from that of priests. Its teaching excludes the idea that popular appointment alone 
makes someone a lawful sacred minister. 
 
We should therefore resist accounts of succession that preserve an outward ceremony while 

treating apostolic doctrine as disposable. Those entrusted with the inheritance must faithfully 
transmit it.  
 
Section 21 – Episcopal consecration 
 
This section requires us to distinguish consecration from authorization to govern a particular flock. 
 
Pius XII’s Sacramentum Ordinis already treats episcopal ordination within his determination of 
the sacramental matter and form of Holy Orders. The sacramental importance of the episcopate 

cannot reasonably be dismissed as an invention of Vatican II. 
 
Nevertheless, a further question remains: What authorizes a consecrated bishop to exercise 
government over these particular faithful? 
 
Pius XII’s Ad Sinarum Gentem distinguishes the power of Orders from jurisdiction and insists upon 
the latter’s dependence upon Peter’s successor. 
 
We must preserve that distinction. Consecration cannot be used as a claim to unrestricted 

authority wherever a bishop chooses to act. 
 
Section 22 – The college of bishops and its head 
 
This is a central passage for our examination. 
 
The explanatory note excludes a college of equals delegating authority to a president. It also 
excludes episcopal collegial action independent of the Pope. 
 

This rules out a parliamentary interpretation. 
 
The practical test is whether the Pope must obtain permission from an episcopal majority before 
exercising the authority proper to his office. Canon 331 affirms that he can freely exercise his 
supreme authority; canon 336 identifies the episcopal college as including its head. 
 
Consultation can assist government. Cooperation can express unity. Neither makes the Pope’s 
primacy a power lent to him by the bishops. 
 
Section 23 – Particular Churches and universal unity 

 
Here we consider the relationship between churches and the whole Church. 
 
A diocese should never be imagined as a sovereign religious body free to establish its own faith. 
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We may ask what legitimate diversity permits. Different liturgical traditions, spiritual customs, 
and pastoral needs require thoughtful judgment. They cannot make contradictory doctrines 
equally binding parts of the Catholic faith. 
 
Pius XII’s warning against an autonomous national Church remains pertinent. Love of country 

cannot justify severing ecclesiastical government or doctrine from Catholic unity. 
 
The corresponding responsibility reaches beyond avoiding separation. Catholics should care about 
the needs, sufferings, and missionary work of the Church throughout the world. 
 
Section 24 – The mission to govern lawfully 
 
This section brings canonical mission into view. 
 

A distinction between sacramental capacity and lawful exercise protects the faithful. Without it, 
competing claimants could demand obedience merely by asserting that they possess valid Orders. 
 
Trent rejects the claim that those who have neither been rightly ordained nor sent by ecclesiastical 
and canonical authority are lawful ministers. 
 
We should ask who entrusted a ministry to someone, what that commission includes, and what 
limits govern its exercise. 
 

These questions concern the Church’s visible order. They are not answered merely by pointing to 
enthusiasm, popularity, or a claimed emergency. 
 
Section 25 – Teaching authority and infallibility 
 
The subject here is the episcopal teaching office. 
 
Careful reading requires distinctions among definitive teaching, other authentic teaching, 
prudential judgment, and personal opinion. 

 
Vatican I defines papal infallibility under specific conditions. It does not establish that every papal 
remark constitutes an irreformable definition. Its explanation also binds the papal office to 
guarding and explaining the apostolic deposit. 
 
We should therefore identify what a statement teaches, the capacity in which it is offered, and 
the assent it requires. 
 
One mistake treats every statement as infallible. Another treats everything short of a solemn 
definition as optional. Both prevent a responsible understanding of the teaching office. 

 
Section 26 – The bishop and sacramental worship 
 
We now consider the bishop’s sanctifying responsibility. 
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This should lead us to examine the place of worship in our understanding of ecclesiastical 
leadership. Sound administration matters, but a diocese exists for a supernatural purpose. 
 
St. Paul’s warning about receiving the Eucharist unworthily requires instruction, examination of 
conscience, and reverence (I Corinthians 11:27-29).  

 
His description of ministers as stewards of God’s mysteries also directs our attention to 
accountability (I Corinthians 4:1-2). A steward receives something entrusted to his care. 
 
We should ask whether pastoral decisions help the faithful approach the sacraments with faith 
and proper dispositions. Increasing activity alone cannot establish that this responsibility has been 
fulfilled. 
 
Section 27 – The bishop’s authority and responsibility 

 
The section concerns episcopal government. 
 
Vatican I already affirms the bishop’s ordinary and immediate jurisdiction over his assigned flock. 
Papal primacy supports that episcopal authority. 
 
This prevents us from treating the bishop as someone whose responsibility can disappear into a 
committee. 
 

Consultation should help a pastor understand the people and circumstances entrusted to him. He 
must still judge, decide, and answer for the exercise of his office. 
 
A refusal to correct serious wrongdoing can harm those entrusted to his care. So can a harsh or 
unjust use of authority. The good shepherd must exercise both courage and charity. 
 
Section 28 – Priests and their bishop 
 
Here we consider the priest’s ministry. 

 
Trent teaches a sacramental priesthood possessing the power to consecrate and offer Christ’s 
Body and Blood and to forgive and retain sins. It expressly rejects reducing that priesthood to 
preaching alone. 
 
This teaching should govern how we speak about parish life. 
 
A priest’s usefulness cannot be measured solely by his organizational skill or personal appeal. The 
faithful need sound preaching, the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, sacramental absolution, and 
pastoral care. 

 
They also need their priests and bishop to work faithfully together. Personal rivalry, factional 
loyalties, and contempt injure that work. 
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Section 29 – Deacons and the distinction of orders 
 
The chapter concludes with the diaconate. 
 
The Catechism distinguishes diaconal ordination from the ministerial priesthood while affirming 

its sacramental character. A deacon serves under his bishop; he is an ordained minister with a 
distinct vocation. 
 
We should explain that vocation clearly. A deacon does not consecrate the Eucharist or absolve 
sins. 
 
The admission of married men to the permanent diaconate also requires precision. It does not, 
by itself, settle a different question concerning priestly discipline. The Catechism continues to 
describe celibacy as the normal discipline for priests of the Latin Church and explains its spiritual 

significance.  
 
II. SCRIPTURE 

 
Scripture presents the Church’s ministry as a commission received from Christ. 
 
“And I will give to thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 16:19).  
 
Peter receives the keys from Our Lord. The passage gives us no basis for imagining that the 

congregation creates his authority. 
 
Luke 22:31-32 joins Peter’s responsibility to Christ’s prayer for him and His command to 
strengthen his brethren. John 21:15-17 joins the care of Christ’s sheep to Peter’s love for the 
Savior. 
 
Authority therefore brings an obligation. The flock belongs to Christ, and its shepherd must 
answer to Him. 
 

The commission to all the Apostles is also substantial. In Matthew 28:18-20, Our Lord sends them 
to teach, baptize, and instruct the nations in obedience to His commands. 
 
They receive a definite message and a definite task. Their hearers’ preferences cannot determine 
whether Christ’s commands remain binding. 
 
Acts 20:28-31 gives a sobering account of pastoral responsibility. St. Paul charges the shepherds 
to watch over the flock and warns that destructive teachers will arise. Some dangers will come 
from within. 
 

This passage makes vigilance part of pastoral charity. The faithful need protection from error as 
well as encouragement in virtue. 
 
St. Peter also warns pastors against domination and commands them to become examples to the 
flock (I Peter 5:1-4). The answer to abuse is a faithful exercise of the office Christ entrusted. 
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Finally, St. Paul describes ministers as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries (I 
Corinthians 4:1-2).  
 
A steward must be faithful. He has no authority to replace the Master’s gifts with inventions of 
his own. 

 
III. REMEMBER – WHAT CAME BEFORE? 
 
Three earlier sources are particularly important for this chapter. 
 
The Council of Trent 
 
Session XXIII, Chapter IV and its accompanying canons protects the divine institution of the 
hierarchy, the distinction between bishops and priests, and the sacramental nature of Holy 

Orders. 
 
Its teaching prevents us from explaining sacred ministry as an arrangement produced entirely by 
congregational choice. 
 
The First Vatican Council 
 
Pastor Aeternus, Chapters III-IV, protects papal jurisdiction and defines papal infallibility. 
 

It also expressly safeguards the authority of bishops over their particular flocks. An account that 
defends episcopal responsibility need not weaken the papacy; the earlier council already requires 
us to hold these truths together. 
 
Pius XII 
 
Sacramentum Ordinis (1947) supplies important sacramental background. 
 
Ad Sinarum Gentem (1954), especially Sections 11-12, insists upon the dependence of episcopal 

jurisdiction upon the successor of Peter. Ad Apostolorum Principis (1958) reiterates this teaching 
while addressing illicit episcopal appointments and consecrations. 
 
These documents establish a necessary question for our reading: Does an explanation of 
episcopal consecration preserve the requirements of lawful mission and submission to the 
Church’s supreme authority? 
 
The answer cannot be supplied by using the word “communion” without explaining its obligations. 
 
IV. BENEDICT XVI 

 
Benedict XVI’s address to the Roman Curia on December 22, 2005, provides a principle for our 
work: reform must preserve the identity of the Church through history. 
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He rejects an interpretation that treats Vatican II as a rupture producing a different Church. This 
calls for actual doctrinal comparison. Merely announcing “continuity” does not explain how 
particular teachings fit together. 
 
For this chapter, we should examine the relationship among papal primacy, episcopal authority, 

sacramental consecration, and canonical mission. 
 
Benedict’s general audience of May 26, 2010, offers a further guide. He explains pastoral 
government through Christ’s authority and the shepherd’s responsibility before God. Authority 
serves the salvation of those entrusted to it. 
 
This helps us understand why service requires real government. 
 
A pastor may need to correct an error, enforce a just discipline, or make a decision that 

disappoints some people. He must do so with humility and care. Popular approval cannot be the 
final measure of his faithfulness. 
 
The same responsibility requires him to listen attentively. Hearing a concern may reveal suffering, 
injustice, or a failure that needs correction. 
 
Listening assists the fulfillment of his office. He remains responsible for judging faithfully before 
God.  
 

V. PILLARS COMMENTARY 
 
Chapter III concerns authority established by Christ. Its meaning affects who teaches, who 
governs, and how the faithful recognize the obligations of Catholic obedience. 
 
Our final assessment must therefore be definite where the evidence permits it. Ambiguous 
language needs clarification. An interpretation contradicting established doctrine needs 
correction. A charge that the Council itself contradicts earlier teaching requires proof. 
 

The Church’s divine constitution is affirmed 
 
Sections 18-20 provide a firm foundation. Christ establishes the apostolic ministry and Peter’s 
primacy. These passages do not authorize a democratic reconstruction of the Church. 
 
This matters because “the Church is not a democracy” expresses a doctrinal boundary. The 
faithful do not confer the apostolic office upon the hierarchy, and a majority cannot authorize the 
abandonment of revealed truth. 
 
Vatican I expressly rejects reducing papal primacy to an honorary presidency or supervisory role. 

The Pope possesses real jurisdiction over pastors and faithful. Any account that makes his 
authority dependent upon their continuing approval departs from that teaching. 
 
Our conclusion here is clear: democratic sovereignty cannot be justified by this chapter’s teaching 
about the People of God or the episcopate. 
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Section 21 – Consecration and jurisdiction require a fuller explanation 
 
The association of consecration with teaching and governing needs careful qualification. 
 
Pius XII distinguishes sacramental Orders from jurisdiction. In Ad Sinarum Gentem, Section 12, 

he teaches that episcopal jurisdiction comes through Peter’s successor. In Ad Apostolorum 
Principis, he reiterates the bishops’ dependence upon the Roman Pontiff. This is more specific 
than saying generally that bishops should cooperate with Rome. 
 
The difficulty is that readers may understand consecration as already conferring a complete 
governing authority, with ecclesiastical appointment merely permitting its use. 
 
The explanatory note distinguishes the sacred functions received in consecration from the further 
juridical determination required for their exercise. 

 
Our assessment is that the account is insufficiently clear when Section 21 is presented without 
this distinction. A bishop’s consecration does not, by itself, establish his authority over a particular 
diocese. 
 
The relationship between the sacramental foundation of episcopal ministry and the conferral of 
jurisdiction deserves fuller theological explanation. The wording does not establish that the 
Council abolished the distinction, but neither should teachers pass over the question as though 
no explanation were needed. 

 
What must be corrected is the claim that valid consecration alone gives a bishop an unrestricted 
right to govern. 
 
Section 22 – Collegiality cannot establish a rival supreme authority 
 
The description of the episcopal college as also possessing supreme authority can suggest two 
competing governing bodies. 
 

That would create a serious problem: could the bishops collectively oppose the Pope as an equal 
or superior authority? 
 
The explanatory note excludes that construction. The relevant distinction is between the Pope 
acting personally and the Pope acting with the bishops. 
 
This is a necessary clarification. The episcopate cannot constitute a supreme governing body from 
which the Pope is absent or to which he must submit. 
 
Vatican I’s rejection of an appeal to a council as an authority superior to the Pope supplies the 

earlier doctrinal boundary. 
 
Our assessment is therefore twofold. The formulation needs its stated qualifications to prevent a 
misleading impression of competing authorities. Read with those qualifications, it does not 
establish a parliamentary Church or overthrow papal primacy. 
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An explanation that makes the Pope the executive officer of an episcopal majority must be 
rejected. 
 
The explanatory note must govern the commentary 
 

The note excludes a college of equals delegating power to a president. 
 
This directly answers a central concern about democratic interpretations. 
 
It is inadequate to mention the note briefly while allowing political assumptions to govern the rest 
of the explanation. Its clarification must shape what readers are actually taught about collegiality. 
 
We should also be precise about the criticism. The existence of an explanatory note shows that 
clarification was supplied. It does not, by itself, prove that the clarified teaching remains 

contradictory.  
 
The proper criticism is directed at a presentation that omits the clarification, weakens it, or 
advances the very interpretation it excludes.  
 
Sections 23 and 27 – The bishop’s proper authority agrees with earlier teaching 
 
The affirmation of a bishop’s real authority over his flock should not be identified as a departure 
from tradition. 

 
Vatican I already safeguards the ordinary and immediate jurisdiction of bishops over their 
assigned flocks. Papal primacy strengthens and protects this authority. 
 
Consequently, defending the hierarchy requires us to reject two errors: treating the diocese as 
independent of Rome, and treating its bishop as possessing no proper pastoral authority. 
 
The bishop must teach, govern, and answer for the care of those entrusted to him. He cannot 
surrender the responsibility to an informal consensus. 

 
This also places a limit upon collective structures. In Apostolos Suos, John Paul II states that 
episcopal conferences and their offices assist bishops rather than replace them. Their binding 
competence depends upon the Church’s lawful provisions. 
 
Our assessment is that cooperation becomes a distortion when it practically displaces the diocesan 
bishop’s office. A conference cannot acquire unlimited authority merely because many bishops 
participate in it. 
 
Section 25 – Religious submission must be explained without exaggeration 

 
Authentic teaching requires a real response from the faithful. It cannot be dismissed simply 
because it is not a solemn definition. 
 
Nevertheless, obedience must not be explained as a requirement to regard every episcopal or 
papal statement as incapable of error. 
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Donum Veritatis, Sections 23-24, distinguishes definitive teaching from other magisterial 
interventions. It affirms religious submission while acknowledging that some interventions can 
contain deficiencies and that serious questions may arise concerning their expression or contents. 
 

The necessary correction concerns exaggerated claims made about authority. A personal opinion 
does not become revealed doctrine because its speaker holds ecclesiastical office. A prudential 
decision does not acquire the certainty of a dogmatic definition. 
 
The opposite exaggeration also needs correction. The possibility of deficiencies does not make 
the faithful the final judges of every teaching according to personal preference. 
 
Our conclusion is that Section 25 needs an accompanying explanation of the kinds of teaching 
and their corresponding assent. It should neither be used to demand indiscriminate agreement 

nor emptied of its claim upon the believer. 
 
Service does not diminish the duty to govern 
 
Calling authority service is consistent with Our Lord’s teaching. The error arises when service is 
redefined as doing only what the community welcomes. 
 
A bishop who refuses necessary correction does not thereby become more pastoral. A priest who 
withholds an unpopular truth does not thereby protect his people. 

 
Christ’s command to shepherd His flock includes feeding, guiding, and protecting it. Authority 
serves this purpose when it acts faithfully, justly, and courageously. 
 
Our judgment is that the language of service requires no rejection. Its use to excuse pastoral 
abdication requires correction. 
 
Similarly, listening to the faithful is a responsibility of good government. It does not transfer the 
pastoral office to those being consulted. 

 
What this review establishes 
 
The strongest difficulties concern the explanation of consecration and jurisdiction, the formulation 
of collegial authority, and the scope of religious submission. These matters deserve direct 
answers. 
 
Other passages positively protect the hierarchy: the affirmation of Peter’s primacy, apostolic 
succession, and the bishop’s proper responsibility should be taught with conviction. 
 

The comparisons made here do not establish a formal contradiction between Chapter III, read 
with its explanatory note, and the earlier teachings examined. They do establish boundaries that 
exclude democratic sovereignty, an episcopal authority independent of the Pope, jurisdiction 
claimed solely from consecration, and obedience inflated into a guarantee that every official 
statement is true. 
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Those errors must be corrected wherever they appear. Their correction defends the hierarchy by 
preserving the authority Christ actually entrusted to it, together with its obligations and limits. 
 
VI. REFLECT 
 

As we finish today’s reading, ask yourself: 
 

• Can I explain why consultation and cooperation do not make the Church a democracy or 
place revealed doctrine at the disposal of a majority? 

 
VII. DEEPER THOUGHTS TO CONCLUDE THIS DAY 
 

The Church’s hierarchy concerns the care of souls. 
 
We need pastors who teach the truth, offer the sacraments reverently, correct error, protect the 
vulnerable, and guide the faithful toward eternal life.  
 
We should pray that they possess the courage their duties require. We should also pray that their 
exercise of authority reflects the patience and charity of the Good Shepherd. 
 
Our own responsibilities deserve examination. Do we welcome the Church’s teaching only when 

it agrees with our preferences? Do we speak about pastors with justice? Do we help others 
understand the faith, or increase confusion through careless accusations? 
 
Fidelity requires more than defending an arrangement of offices. It requires devotion to the 
purpose for which Christ established them.  
 
When we encounter language about communion, participation, or collegiality, we should ask how 
it serves that purpose. Does it help pastors fulfill their responsibilities? Does it preserve the 
authority proper to their offices? Does it help the faithful receive the truth and means of salvation 
entrusted to the Church? 

 
Today, pray for the Pope and for your bishop. Pray for priests and deacons, for seminarians, and 
for those discerning a vocation to sacred ministry. 
 
Ask Our Lord to preserve His shepherds in faithfulness and to grant us the humility to follow Him. 
 
CHRIST ENTRUSTED HIS SHEPHERDS WITH AUTHORITY TO GUARD HIS TRUTH AND LEAD HIS 
FLOCK TO ETERNAL LIFE. 
 

 
 
 

CHAPTER III 

ON THE HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURE OF THE CHURCH 
AND IN PARTICULAR ON THE EPISCOPATE 
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18. For the nurturing and constant growth of the People of God, Christ the Lord 
instituted in His Church a variety of ministries, which work for the good of the whole 
body. For those ministers, who are endowed with sacred power, serve their brethren, 
so that all who are of the People of God, and therefore enjoy a true Christian dignity, 
working toward a common goal freely and in an orderly way, may arrive at salvation. 

This Sacred Council, following closely in the footsteps of the First Vatican Council, 
with that Council teaches and declares that Jesus Christ, the eternal Shepherd, 
established His holy Church, having sent forth the apostles as He Himself had been 
sent by the Father;(136) and He willed that their successors, namely the bishops, 
should be shepherds in His Church even to the consummation of the world. And in 
order that the episcopate itself might be one and undivided, He placed Blessed Peter 
over the other apostles, and instituted in him a permanent and visible source and 
foundation of unity of faith and communion.(1*) And all this teaching about the 
institution, the perpetuity, the meaning and reason for the sacred primacy of the 

Roman Pontiff and of his infallible magisterium, this Sacred Council again proposes 
to be firmly believed by all the faithful. Continuing in that same undertaking, this 
Council is resolved to declare and proclaim before all men the doctrine concerning 
bishops, the successors of the apostles, who together with the successor of Peter, the 
Vicar of Christ,(2*) the visible Head of the whole Church, govern the house of the 
living God. 

19. The Lord Jesus, after praying to the Father, calling to Himself those whom He 
desired, appointed twelve to be with Him, and whom He would send to preach the 
Kingdom of God;(137) and these apostles(138) He formed after the manner of a 

college or a stable group, over which He placed Peter chosen from among them.(139) 
He sent them first to the children of Israel and then to all nations,(140) so that as 
sharers in His power they might make all peoples His disciples, and sanctify and 
govern them,(141) and thus spread His Church, and by ministering to it under the 
guidance of the Lord, direct it all days even to the consummation of the world.(142) 
And in this mission they were fully confirmed on the day of Pentecost(143) in 
accordance with the Lord's promise: "You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit 
comes upon you, and you shall be witnesses for me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and 
in Samaria, and even to the very ends of the earth".(144) And the apostles, by 

preaching the Gospel everywhere,(145) and it being accepted by their hearers under 
the influence of the Holy Spirit, gather together the universal Church, which the Lord 
established on the apostles and built upon blessed Peter, their chief, Christ Jesus 
Himself being the supreme cornerstone.(146)(3*) 

20. That divine mission, entrusted by Christ to the apostles, will last until the end of 
the world,(147) since the Gospel they are to teach is for all time the source of all life 
for the Church. And for this reason the apostles, appointed as rulers in this society, 
took care to appoint successors. 

For they not only had helpers in their ministry,(4*) but also, in order that the mission 
assigned to them might continue after their death, they passed on to their immediate 

cooperators, as it were, in the form of a testament, the duty of confirming and 
finishing the work begun by themselves,(5*) recommending to them that they attend 
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to the whole flock in which the Holy Spirit placed them to shepherd the Church of 
God.(148) They therefore appointed such men, and gave them the order that, when 
they should have died, other approved men would take up their ministry.(6*) Among 
those various ministries which, according to tradition, were exercised in the Church 
from the earliest times, the chief place belongs to the office of those who, appointed 

to the episcopate, by a succession running from the beginning,(7*) are passers-on of 
the apostolic seed.(8*) Thus, as St. Irenaeus testifies, through those who were 
appointed bishops by the apostles, and through their successors down in our own 
time, the apostolic tradition is manifested (9*) and preserved.(10*) 

Bishops, therefore, with their helpers, the priests and deacons, have taken up the 
service of the community, (11*) presiding in place of God over the flock,(12*) whose 
shepherds they are, as teachers for doctrine, priests for sacred worship, and ministers 
for governing.(13*) And just as the office granted individually to Peter, the first 
among the apostles, is permanent and is to be transmitted to his successors, so also 

the apostles' office of nurturing the Church is permanent, and is to be exercised 
without interruption by the sacred order of bishops. (14*) Therefore, the Sacred 
Council teaches that bishops by divine institution have succeeded to the place of the 
apostles, (15*) as shepherds of the Church, and he who hears them, hears Christ, and 
he who rejects them, rejects Christ and Him who sent Christ.(149)(16*) 

21. In the bishops, therefore, for whom priests are assistants, Our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the Supreme High Priest, is present in the midst of those who believe. For sitting at 
the right hand of God the Father, He is not absent from the gathering of His high 
priests,(17*) but above all through their excellent service He is preaching the word 

of God to all nations, and constantly administering the sacraments of faith to those 
who believe, by their paternal functioning.(150) He incorporates new members in His 
Body by a heavenly regeneration, and finally by their wisdom and prudence He directs 
and guides the People of the New Testament in their pilgrimage toward eternal 
happiness. These pastors, chosen to shepherd the Lord's flock of the elect, are 
servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God,(151) to whom has been 
assigned the bearing of witness to the Gospel of the grace of God,(152) and the 
ministration of the Spirit and of justice in glory.(153) 

For the discharging of such great duties, the apostles were enriched by Christ with a 

special outpouring of the Holy Spirit coming upon them,(154) and they passed on this 
spiritual gift to their helpers by the imposition of hands,(155) and it has been 
transmitted down to us in Episcopal consecration.(18*) And the Sacred Council 
teaches that by Episcopal consecration the fullness of the sacrament of Orders is 
conferred, that fullness of power, namely, which both in the Church's liturgical 
practice and in the language of the Fathers of the Church is called the high priesthood, 
the supreme power of the sacred ministry.(19*) But Episcopal consecration, together 
with the office of sanctifying, also confers the office of teaching and of governing, 
which, however, of its very nature, can be exercised only in hierarchical communion 
with the head and the members of the college. For from the tradition, which is 

expressed especially in liturgical rites and in the practice of both the Church of the 
East and of the West, it is clear that, by means of the imposition of hands and the 
words of consecration, the grace of the Holy Spirit is so conferred,(20*) and the 
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sacred character so impressed,(21*) that bishops in an eminent and visible way 
sustain the roles of Christ Himself as Teacher, Shepherd and High Priest, and that 
they act in His person.(22*) Therefore it pertains to the bishops to admit newly 
elected members into the Episcopal body by means of the sacrament of Orders. 

22. Just as in the Gospel, the Lord so disposing, St. Peter and the other apostles 

constitute one apostolic college, so in a similar way the Roman Pontiff, the successor 
of Peter, and the bishops, the successors of the apostles, are joined together. Indeed, 
the very ancient practice whereby bishops duly established in all parts of the world 
were in communion with one another and with the Bishop of Rome in a bond of unity, 
charity and peace,(23*) and also the councils assembled together,(24*) in which 
more profound issues were settled in common, (25*) the opinion of the many having 
been prudently considered,(26*) both of these factors are already an indication of the 
collegiate character and aspect of the Episcopal order; and the ecumenical councils 
held in the course of centuries are also manifest proof of that same character. And it 

is intimated also in the practice, introduced in ancient times, of summoning several 
bishops to take part in the elevation of the newly elected to the ministry of the high 
priesthood. Hence, one is constituted a member of the Episcopal body in virtue of 
sacramental consecration and hierarchical communion with the head and members 
of the body. 

But the college or body of bishops has no authority unless it is understood together 
with the Roman Pontiff, the successor of Peter as its head. The pope's power of 
primacy over all, both pastors and faithful, remains whole and intact. In virtue of his 
office, that is as Vicar of Christ and pastor of the whole Church, the Roman Pontiff 

has full, supreme and universal power over the Church. And he is always free to 
exercise this power. The order of bishops, which succeeds to the college of apostles 
and gives this apostolic body continued existence, is also the subject of supreme and 
full power over the universal Church, provided we understand this body together with 
its head the Roman Pontiff and never without this head.(27*) This power can be 
exercised only with the consent of the Roman Pontiff. For our Lord placed Simon alone 
as the rock and the bearer of the keys of the Church,(156) and made him shepherd of 
the whole flock;(157) it is evident, however, that the power of binding and loosing, 
which was given to Peter,(158) was granted also to the college of apostles, joined 

with their head.(159)(28*) This college, insofar as it is composed of many, expresses 
the variety and universality of the People of God, but insofar as it is assembled under 
one head, it expresses the unity of the flock of Christ. In it, the bishops, faithfully 
recognizing the primacy and pre-eminence of their head, exercise their own authority 
for the good of their own faithful, and indeed of the whole Church, the Holy Spirit 
supporting its organic structure and harmony with moderation. The supreme power 
in the universal Church, which this college enjoys, is exercised in a solemn way in an 
ecumenical council. A council is never ecumenical unless it is confirmed or at least 
accepted as such by the successor of Peter; and it is prerogative of the Roman Pontiff 
to convoke these councils, to preside over them and to confirm them.(29*) This same 

collegiate power can be exercised together with the pope by the bishops living in all 
parts of the world, provided that the head of the college calls them to collegiate 
action, or at least approves of or freely accepts the united action of the scattered 
bishops, so that it is thereby made a collegiate act. 
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23. This collegial union is apparent also in the mutual relations of the individual 
bishops with particular churches and with the universal Church. The Roman Pontiff, 
as the successor of Peter, is the perpetual and visible principle and foundation of unity 
of both the bishops and of the faithful.(30*) The individual bishops, however, are the 
visible principle and foundation of unity in their particular churches, (31*) fashioned 

after the model of the universal Church, in and from which churches comes into being 
the one and only Catholic Church.(32*) For this reason the individual bishops 
represent each his own church, but all of them together and with the Pope represent 
the entire Church in the bond of peace, love and unity. 

The individual bishops, who are placed in charge of particular churches, exercise their 
pastoral government over the portion of the People of God committed to their care, 
and not over other churches nor over the universal Church. But each of them, as a 
member of the episcopal college and legitimate successor of the apostles, is obliged 
by Christ's institution and command to be solicitous for the whole Church,(33*) and 

this solicitude, though it is not exercised by an act of jurisdiction, contributes greatly 
to the advantage of the universal Church. For it is the duty of all bishops to promote 
and to safeguard the unity of faith and the discipline common to the whole Church, 
to instruct the faithful to love for the whole mystical body of Christ, especially for its 
poor and sorrowing members and for those who are suffering persecution for justice's 
sake,(160) and finally to promote every activity that is of interest to the whole 
Church, especially that the faith may take increase and the light of full truth appear 
to all men. And this also is important, that by governing well their own church as a 
portion of the universal Church, they themselves are effectively contributing to the 

welfare of the whole Mystical Body, which is also the body of the churches.(34*) 

The task of proclaiming the Gospel everywhere on earth pertains to the body of 
pastors, to all of whom in common Christ gave His command, thereby imposing upon 
them a common duty, as Pope Celestine in his time recommended to the Fathers of 
the Council of Ephesus.(35*) From this it follows that the individual bishops, insofar 
as their own discharge of their duty permits, are obliged to enter into a community of 
work among themselves and with the successor of Peter, upon whom was imposed in 
a special way the great duty of spreading the Christian name.(36*) With all their 
energy, therefore, they must supply to the missions both workers for the harvest and 

also spiritual and material aid, both directly and on their own account. as well as by 
arousing the ardent cooperation of the faithful. And finally, the bishops, in a universal 
fellowship of charity, should gladly extend their fraternal aid to other churches, 
especially to neighboring and more needy dioceses in accordance with the venerable 
example of antiquity. 

By divine Providence it has come about that various churches, established in various 
places by the apostles and their successors, have in the course of time coalesced into 
several groups, organically united, which, preserving the unity of faith and the unique 
divine constitution of the universal Church, enjoy their own discipline, their own 
liturgical usage, and their own theological and spiritual heritage. Some of these 

churches, notably the ancient patriarchal churches, as parent-stocks of the Faith, so 
to speak, have begotten others as daughter churches, with which they are connected 
down to our own time by a close bond of charity in their sacramental life and in their 
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mutual respect for their rights and duties.(37*) This variety of local churches with 
one common aspiration is splendid evidence of the catholicity of the undivided 
Church. In like manner the Episcopal bodies of today are in a position to render a 
manifold and fruitful assistance, so that this collegiate feeling may be put into 
practical application. 

24. Bishops, as successors of the apostles, receive from the Lord, to whom was given 
all power in heaven and on earth, the mission to teach all nations and to preach the 
Gospel to every creature, so that all men may attain to salvation by faith, baptism and 
the fulfilment of the commandments.(161) To fulfill this mission, Christ the Lord 
promised the Holy Spirit to the Apostles, and on Pentecost day sent the Spirit from 
heaven, by whose power they would be witnesses to Him before the nations and 
peoples and kings even to the ends of the earth.(162) And that duty, which the Lord 
committed to the shepherds of His people, is a true service, which in sacred literature 
is significantly called "diakonia" or ministry.(163) 

The canonical mission of bishops can come about by legitimate customs that have not 
been revoked by the supreme and universal authority of the Church, or by laws made 
or recognized be that the authority, or directly through the successor of Peter himself; 
and if the latter refuses or denies apostolic communion, such bishops cannot assume 
any office.(38*) 

25. Among the principal duties of bishops the preaching of the Gospel occupies an 
eminent place.(39*) For bishops are preachers of the faith, who lead new disciples to 
Christ, and they are authentic teachers, that is, teachers endowed with the authority 
of Christ, who preach to the people committed to them the faith they must believe 

and put into practice, and by the light of the Holy Spirit illustrate that faith. They bring 
forth from the treasury of Revelation new things and old,(164) making it bear fruit 
and vigilantly warding off any errors that threaten their flock.(165) Bishops, teaching 
in communion with the Roman Pontiff, are to be respected by all as witnesses to 
divine and Catholic truth. In matters of faith and morals, the bishops speak in the 
name of Christ and the faithful are to accept their teaching and adhere to it with a 
religious assent. This religious submission of mind and will must be shown in a special 
way to the authentic magisterium of the Roman Pontiff, even when he is not speaking 
ex cathedra; that is, it must be shown in such a way that his supreme magisterium is 

acknowledged with reverence, the judgments made by him are sincerely adhered to, 
according to his manifest mind and will. His mind and will in the matter may be known 
either from the character of the documents, from his frequent repetition of the same 
doctrine, or from his manner of speaking. 

Although the individual bishops do not enjoy the prerogative of infallibility, they 
nevertheless proclaim Christ's doctrine infallibly whenever, even though dispersed 
through the world, but still maintaining the bond of communion among themselves 
and with the successor of Peter, and authentically teaching matters of faith and 
morals, they are in agreement on one position as definitively to be held.(40*) This is 
even more clearly verified when, gathered together in an ecumenical council, they are 

teachers and judges of faith and morals for the universal Church, whose definitions 
must be adhered to with the submission of faith.(41*) 
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And this infallibility with which the Divine Redeemer willed His Church to be endowed 
in defining doctrine of faith and morals, extends as far as the deposit of Revelation 
extends, which must be religiously guarded and faithfully expounded. And this is the 
infallibility which the Roman Pontiff, the head of the college of bishops, enjoys in 
virtue of his office, when, as the supreme shepherd and teacher of all the faithful, 

who confirms his brethren in their faith,(166) by a definitive act he proclaims a 
doctrine of faith or morals.(42*) And therefore his definitions, of themselves, and not 
from the consent of the Church, are justly styled irreformable, since they are 
pronounced with the assistance of the Holy Spirit, promised to him in blessed Peter, 
and therefore they need no approval of others, nor do they allow an appeal to any 
other judgment. For then the Roman Pontiff is not pronouncing judgment as a private 
person, but as the supreme teacher of the universal Church, in whom the charism of 
infallibility of the Church itself is individually present, he is expounding or defending 
a doctrine of Catholic faith.(43*) The infallibility promised to the Church resides also 

in the body of Bishops, when that body exercises the supreme magisterium with the 
successor of Peter. To these definitions the assent of the Church can never be 
wanting, on account of the activity of that same Holy Spirit, by which the whole flock 
of Christ is preserved and progresses in unity of faith.(44*) 

But when either the Roman Pontiff or the Body of Bishops together with him defines 
a judgment, they pronounce it in accordance with Revelation itself, which all are 
obliged to abide by and be in conformity with, that is, the Revelation which as written 
or orally handed down is transmitted in its entirety through the legitimate succession 
of bishops and especially in care of the Roman Pontiff himself, and which under the 

guiding light of the Spirit of truth is religiously preserved and faithfully expounded in 
the Church.(45*) The Roman Pontiff and the bishops, in view of their office and the 
importance of the matter, by fitting means diligently strive to inquire properly into 
that revelation and to give apt expression to its contents;(46*) but a new public 
revelation they do not accept as pertaining to the divine deposit of faith.(47*) 

26. A bishop marked with the fullness of the sacrament of Orders, is "the steward of 
the grace of the supreme priesthood," (48*) especially in the Eucharist, which he 
offers or causes to be offered,(49*) and by which the Church continually lives and 
grows. This Church of Christ is truly present in all legitimate local congregations of 

the faithful which, united with their pastors, are themselves called churches in the 
New Testament.(50*) For in their locality these are the new People called by God, in 
the Holy Spirit and in much fullness.(167) In them the faithful are gathered together 
by the preaching of the Gospel of Christ, and the mystery of the Lord's Supper is 
celebrated, that by the food and blood of the Lord's body the whole brotherhood may 
be joined together.(51*) In any community of the altar, under the sacred ministry of 
the bishop,(52*) there is exhibited a symbol of that charity and "unity of the mystical 
Body, without which there can be no salvation."(53*) In these communities, though 
frequently small and poor, or living in the Diaspora, Christ is present, and in virtue of 
His presence there is brought together one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.(54*) 

For "the partaking of the body and blood of Christ does nothing other than make us 
be transformed into that which we consume". (55*) 
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Every legitimate celebration of the Eucharist is regulated by the bishop, to whom is 
committed the office of offering the worship of Christian religion to the Divine Majesty 
and of administering it in accordance with the Lord's commandments and the 
Church's laws, as further defined by his particular judgment for his diocese. 

Bishops thus, by praying and laboring for the people, make outpourings in many ways 

and in great abundance from the fullness of Christ's holiness. By the ministry of the 
word they communicate God's power to those who believe unto salvation(168) and 
through the sacraments, the regular and fruitful distribution of which they regulate 
by their authority,(56*) they sanctify the faithful. They direct the conferring of 
baptism, by which a sharing in the kingly priesthood of Christ is granted. They are the 
original ministers of confirmation, dispensers of sacred Orders and the moderators of 
penitential discipline, and they earnestly exhort and instruct their people to carry out 
with faith and reverence their part in the liturgy and especially in the holy sacrifice of 
the Mass. And lastly, by the example of their way of life they must be an influence for 

good to those over whom they preside, refraining from all evil and, as far as they are 
able with God's help, exchanging evil for good, so that together with the flock 
committed to their care they may arrive at eternal life.(57*) 

27. Bishops, as vicars and ambassadors of Christ, govern the particular churches 
entrusted to them (58*) by their counsel, exhortations, example, and even by their 
authority and sacred power, which indeed they use only for the edification of their 
flock in truth and holiness, remembering that he who is greater should become as the 
lesser and he who is the chief become as the servant.(169) This power, which they 
personally exercise in Christ's name, is proper, ordinary and immediate, although its 

exercise is ultimately regulated by the supreme authority of the Church, and can be 
circumscribed by certain limits, for the advantage of the Church or of the faithful. In 
virtue of this power, bishops have the sacred right and the duty before the Lord to 
make laws for their subjects, to pass judgment on them and to moderate everything 
pertaining to the ordering of worship and the apostolate. 

The pastoral office or the habitual and daily care of their sheep is entrusted to them 
completely; nor are they to be regarded as vicars of the Roman Pontiffs, for they 
exercise an authority that is proper to them, and are quite correctly called "prelates," 
heads of the people whom they govern.(59*) Their power, therefore, is not destroyed 

by the supreme and universal power, but on the contrary it is affirmed, strengthened 
and vindicated by it,(60*) since the Holy Spirit unfailingly preserves the form of 
government established by Christ the Lord in His Church. 

A bishop, since he is sent by the Father to govern his family, must keep before his 
eyes the example of the Good Shepherd, who came not to be ministered unto but to 
minister,(170) and to lay down his life for his sheep.(171) Being taken from among 
men, and himself beset with weakness, he is able to have compassion on the ignorant 
and erring.(172) Let him not refuse to listen to his subjects, whom he cherishes as 
his true sons and exhorts to cooperate readily with him. As having one day to render 
an account for their souls,(173) he takes care of them by his prayer, preaching, and 

all the works of charity, and not only of them but also of those who are not yet of the 
one flock, who also are commended to him in the Lord. Since, like Paul the Apostle, 
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he is debtor to all men, let him be ready to preach the Gospel to all,(174) and to urge 
his faithful to apostolic and missionary activity. But the faithful must cling to their 
bishop, as the Church does to Christ, and Jesus Christ to the Father, so that all may 
be of one mind through unity,(61*) and abound to the glory of God.(175) 

28. Christ, whom the Father has sanctified and sent into the world, (176) has through 

His apostles, made their successors, the bishops, partakers of His consecration and 
His mission.(62*) They have legitimately handed on to different individuals in the 
Church various degrees of participation in this ministry. Thus the divinely established 
ecclesiastical ministry is exercised on different levels by those who from antiquity 
have been called bishops, priests and deacons.(63*) Priests, although they do not 
possess the highest degree of the priesthood, and although they are dependent on 
the bishops in the exercise of their power, nevertheless they are united with the 
bishops in sacerdotal dignity.(64*) By the power of the sacrament of Orders,(65*) in 
the image of Christ the eternal high Priest,(177) they are consecrated to preach the 

Gospel and shepherd the faithful and to celebrate divine worship, so that they are 
true priests of the New Testament.(66*) Partakers of the function of Christ the sole 
Mediator,(178) on their level of ministry, they announce the divine word to all. They 
exercise their sacred function especially in the Eucharistic worship or the celebration 
of the Mass by which acting in the person of Christ (67*) and proclaiming His Mystery 
they unite the prayers of the faithful with the sacrifice of their Head and renew and 
apply (68*) in the sacrifice of the Mass until the coming of the Lord(179) the only 
sacrifice of the New Testament namely that of Christ offering Himself once for all a 
spotless Victim to the Father.(180) For the sick and the sinners among the faithful, 

they exercise the ministry of alleviation and reconciliation and they present the needs 
and the prayers of the faithful to God the Father.(181) Exercising within the limits of 
their authority the function of Christ as Shepherd and Head,(69*) they gather 
together God's family as a brotherhood all of one mind,(70*) and lead them in the 
Spirit, through Christ, to God the Father. In the midst of the flock they adore Him in 
spirit and in truth.(182) Finally, they labor in word and doctrine,(183) believing what 
they have read and meditated upon in the law of God, teaching what they have 
believed, and putting in practice in their own lives what they have taught.(71*) 

Priests, prudent cooperators with the Episcopal order,(72*) its aid and instrument, 

called to serve the people of God, constitute one priesthood (73*) with their bishop 
although bound by a diversity of duties. Associated with their bishop in a spirit of 
trust and generosity, they make him present in a certain sense in the individual local 
congregations, and take upon themselves, as far as they are able, his duties and the 
burden of his care, and discharge them with a daily interest. And as they sanctify and 
govern under the bishop's authority, that part of the Lord's flock entrusted to them 
they make the universal Church visible in their own locality and bring an efficacious 
assistance to the building up of the whole body of Christ.(184) intent always upon 
the welfare of God's children, they must strive to lend their effort to the pastoral work 
of the whole diocese, and even of the entire Church. On account of this sharing in 

their priesthood and mission, let priests sincerely look upon the bishop as their father 
and reverently obey him. And let the bishop regard his priests as his co-workers and 
as sons and friends, just as Christ called His disciples now not servants but 
friends.(185) All priests, both diocesan and religious, by reason of Orders and 
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ministry, fit into this body of bishops and priests, and serve the good of the whole 
Church according to their vocation and the grace given to them. 

In virtue of their common sacred ordination and mission, all priests are bound 
together in intimate brotherhood, which naturally and freely manifests itself in 
mutual aid, spiritual as well as material, pastoral as well as personal, in their meetings 

and in communion of life, of labor and charity. 

Let them, as fathers in Christ, take care of the faithful whom they have begotten by 
baptism and their teaching.(186) Becoming from the heart a pattern to the 
flock,(187) let them so lead and serve their local community that it may worthily be 
called by that name, by which the one and entire people of God is signed, namely, the 
Church of God.(188) Let them remember that by their daily life and interests they are 
showing the face of a truly sacerdotal and pastoral ministry to the faithful and the 
infidel, to Catholics and non-Catholics, and that to all they bear witness to the truth 
and life, and as good shepherds go after those also,(189) who though baptized in the 

Catholic Church have fallen away from the use of the sacraments, or even from the 
faith. 

Because the human race today is joining more and more into a civic, economic and 
social unity, it is that much the more necessary that priests, by combined effort and 
aid, under the leadership of the bishops and the Supreme Pontiff, wipe out every kind 
of separateness, so that the whole human race may be brought into the unity of the 
family of God. 

29. At a lower level of the hierarchy are deacons, upon whom hands are imposed "not 
unto the priesthood, but unto a ministry of service."(74*) For strengthened by 

sacramental grace, in communion with the bishop and his group of priests they serve 
in the diaconate of the liturgy, of the word, and of charity to the people of God. It is 
the duty of the deacon, according as it shall have been assigned to him by competent 
authority, to administer baptism solemnly, to be custodian and dispenser of the 
Eucharist, to assist at and bless marriages in the name of the Church, to bring 
Viaticum to the dying, to read the Sacred Scripture to the faithful, to instruct and 
exhort the people, to preside over the worship and prayer of the faithful, to administer 
sacramentals, to officiate at funeral and burial services. Dedicated to duties of charity 
and of administration, let deacons be mindful of the admonition of Blessed Polycarp: 

"Be merciful, diligent, walking according to the truth of the Lord, who became the 
servant of all."(75*) 

Since these duties, so very necessary to the life of the Church, can be fulfilled only 
with difficulty in many regions in accordance with the discipline of the Latin Church 
as it exists today, the diaconate can in the future be restored as a proper and 
permanent rank of the hierarchy. It pertains to the competent territorial bodies of 
bishops, of one kind or another, with the approval of the Supreme Pontiff, to decide 
whether and where it is opportune for such deacons to be established for the care of 
souls. With the consent of the Roman Pontiff, this diaconate can, in the future, be 
conferred upon men of more mature age, even upon those living in the married state. 
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It may also be conferred upon suitable young men, for whom the law of celibacy must 
remain intact. 

'NOTIFICATIONES' GIVEN BY THE SECRETARY GENERAL 

OF THE COUNCIL AT THE 123rd GENERAL CONGREGATION, 

NOVEMBER 16, 1964 

A question has arisen regarding the precise theological note which should be attached 
to the doctrine that is set forth in the Schema de Ecclesia and is being put to a vote. 

The Theological Commission has given the following response regarding the Modi that 
have to do with Chapter III of the de Ecclesia Schema: "As is self-evident, the 
Council's text must always be interpreted in accordance with the general rules that 
are known to all." 

On this occasion the Theological Commission makes reference to its Declaration of 
March 6, 1964, the text of which we transcribe here: 

"Taking conciliar custom into consideration and also the pastoral purpose of the 
present Council, the sacred Council defines as binding on the Church only those things 

in matters of faith and morals which it shall openly declare to be binding. The rest of 
the things which the sacred Council sets forth, inasmuch as they are the teaching of 
the Church's supreme magisterium, ought to be accepted and embraced by each and 
every one of Christ's faithful according to the mind of the sacred Council. The mind of 
the Council becomes known either from the matter treated or from its manner of 
speaking, in accordance with the norms of theological interpretation." 

**The following was published as an appendix to the official Latin version of the 
Constitution on the Church.** 

A preliminary note of explanation is being given to the Council Fathers from higher-

authority, regarding the Modi bearing on Chapter III of the Schema de Ecclesia; the 
doctrine set forth in Chapter III ought to be explained and understood in accordance 
with the meaning and intent of this explanatory note. 

 

Preliminary Note of Explanation 

The Commission has decided to preface the assessment of the Modi with the following 
general observations. 

1. "College" is not understood in a strictly juridical sense, that is as a group of equals 
who entrust their power to their president, but as a stable group whose structure and 

authority must be learned from Revelation. For this reason, in reply to Modus 12 it is 
expressly said of the Twelve that the Lord set them up "as a college or stable group." 
Cf. also Modus 53, c. 
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For the same reason, the words "Ordo" or "Corpus" are used throughout with 
reference to the College of bishops. The parallel between Peter and the rest of the 
Apostles on the one hand, and between the Supreme Pontiff and the bishops on the 
other hand, does not imply the transmission of the Apostles' extraordinary power to 
their successors; nor does it imply, as is obvious, equality between the head of the 

College and its members, but only a proportionality between the first relationship 
(Peter-Apostles) and the second (Pope-bishops). Thus the Commission decided to 
write "pari ratione, " not "eadem ratione," in n. 22. Cf. Modus 57. 

2. A person becomes a member of the College by virtue of Episcopal consecration and 
by hierarchical communion with the head of the College and with its members. Cf. n. 
22, end of 1 1. 

In his consecration a person is given an ontological participation in the sacred 
functions [munera]; this is absolutely clear from Tradition, liturgical tradition 
included. The word "functions [munera]" is used deliberately instead of the word 

"powers [potestates]," because the latter word could be understood as a power fully 
ready to act. But for this power to be fully ready to act, there must be a further 
canonical or juridical determination through the hierarchical authority. This 
determination of power can consist in the granting of a particular office or in the 
allotment of subjects, and it is done according to the norms approved by the supreme 
authority. An additional norm of this sort is required by the very nature of the case, 
because it involves functions [munera] which must be exercised by many subjects 
cooperating in a hierarchical manner in accordance with Christ's will. It is evident 
that this "communion" was applied in the Church's life according to the circumstances 

of the time, before it was codified as law. 

For this reason it is clearly stated that hierarchical communion with the head and 
members of the church is required. Communion is a notion which is held in high honor 
in the ancient Church (and also today, especially in the East). However, it is not 
understood as some kind of vague disposition, but as an organic reality which requires 
a juridical form and is animated by charity. Hence the Commission, almost 
unanimously, decided that this wording should be used: "in hierarchical communion." 
Cf. Modus 40 and the statements on canonical mission (n. 24). 

The documents of recent Pontiffs regarding the jurisdiction of bishops must be 

interpreted in terms of this necessary determination of powers. 

3. The College, which does not exist without the head, is said "to exist also as the 
subject of supreme and full power in the universal Church." This must be admitted of 
necessity so that the fullness of power belonging to the Roman Pontiff is not called 
into question. For the College, always and of necessity, includes its head, because in 
the college he preserves unhindered his function as Christ's Vicar and as Pastor of the 
universal Church. In other words, it is not a distinction between the Roman Pontiff 
and the bishops taken collectively, but a distinction between the Roman Pontiff taken 
separately and the Roman Pontiff together with the bishops. Since the Supreme 
Pontiff is head of the College, he alone is able to perform certain actions which are 

not at all within the competence of the bishops, e.g., convoking the College and 



 24 

directing it, approving norms of action, etc. Cf. Modus 81. It is up to the judgment of 
the Supreme Pontiff, to whose care Christ's whole flock has been entrusted, to 
determine, according to the needs of the Church as they change over the course of 
centuries, the way in which this care may best be exercised—whether in a personal 
or a collegial way. The Roman Pontiff, taking account of the Church's welfare, 

proceeds according to his own discretion in arranging, promoting and approving the 
exercise of collegial activity. 

4. As Supreme Pastor of the Church, the Supreme Pontiff can always exercise his 
power at will, as his very office demands. Though it is always in existence, the College 
is not as a result permanently engaged in strictly collegial activity; the Church's 
Tradition makes this clear. In other words, the College is not always "fully active [in 
actu pleno]"; rather, it acts as a college in the strict sense only from time to time and 
only with the consent of its head. The phrase "with the consent of its head" is used to 
avoid the idea of dependence on some kind of outsider; the term "consent" suggests 

rather communion between the head and the members, and implies the need for an 
act which belongs properly to the competence of the head. This is explicitly affirmed 
in n. 22, 12, and is explained at the end of that section. The word "only" takes in all 
cases. It is evident from this that the norms approved by the supreme authority must 
always be observed. Cf. Modus 84. 

It is clear throughout that it is a question of the bishops acting in conjunction with 
their head, never of the bishops acting independently of the Pope. In the latter 
instance, without the action of the head, the bishops are not able to act as a College: 
this is clear from the concept of "College." This hierarchical communion of all the 

bishops with the Supreme Pontiff is certainly firmly established in Tradition. 

N.B. Without hierarchical communion the ontologico-sacramental function [munus], 
which is to be distinguished from the juridico-canonical aspect, cannot be exercised. 
However, the Commission has decided that it should not enter into question of liceity 
and validity. These questions are left to theologians to discuss—specifically the 
question of the power exercised de facto among the separated Eastern Churches, 
about which there are various explanations." 

 


