
LUMEN GENTIUM 
DAY ONE 
 

THE MYSTERY OF THE CHURCH: 
CHRIST’S BODY, HIS BRIDE, AND THE HOME OF SALVATION 

 
 

Our reading of Sacrosanctum Concilium considered the Church’s worship. We now 
begin Lumen Gentium, the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church, promulgated by Pope Paul VI on November 21, 1964. 
 
Today we read Chapter I, “The Mystery of the Church,” Sections 1-8. 
 
We will read this document alongside Sacred Scripture, Sacred Tradition, and the 
Church’s perennial teaching. We will also consider the objections raised against it. A 
difficult expression deserves careful examination. Neither praise for the Council nor 
criticism of it can substitute for reading what it actually says. 
 
Our first questions are fundamental: What is the Church? How does she receive her life 
from Christ? How are her visible structure and supernatural life related? And does the 
expression “subsists in” preserve the unique identity of the Catholic Church? 
 

I.​ READ 
 

Read Chapter I, Sections 1-8, “The Mystery of the Church.” 
 

CHAPTER I 

THE MYSTERY OF THE CHURCH 

1. Christ is the Light of nations. Because this is so, this Sacred Synod gathered 
together in the Holy Spirit eagerly desires, by proclaiming the Gospel to every 
creature,(1) to bring the light of Christ to all men, a light brightly visible on the 
countenance of the Church. Since the Church is in Christ like a sacrament or as a 
sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the unity of 
the whole human race, it desires now to unfold more fully to the faithful of the 
Church and to the whole world its own inner nature and universal mission. This it 
intends to do following faithfully the teaching of previous councils. The present-day 
conditions of the world add greater urgency to this work of the Church so that all 
men, joined more closely today by various social, technical and cultural ties, might 
also attain fuller unity in Christ. 



2. The eternal Father, by a free and hidden plan of His own wisdom and goodness, 
created the whole world. His plan was to raise men to a participation of the divine 
life. Fallen in Adam, God the Father did not leave men to themselves, but ceaselessly 
offered helps to salvation, in view of Christ, the Redeemer "who is the image of the 
invisible God, the firstborn of every creature".(2) All the elect, before time began, 
the Father "foreknew and pre- destined to become conformed to the image of His 
Son, that he should be the firstborn among many brethren".(3) He planned to 
assemble in the holy Church all those who would believe in Christ. Already from the 
beginning of the world the foreshadowing of the Church took place. It was prepared 
in a remarkable way throughout the history of the people of Israel and by means of 
the Old Covenant.(1*) In the present era of time the Church was constituted and, by 
the outpouring of the Spirit, was made manifest. At the end of time it will gloriously 
achieve completion, when, as is read in the Fathers, all the just, from Adam and 
"from Abel, the just one, to the last of the elect,"(2*) will be gathered together with 
the Father in the universal Church. 

3. The Son, therefore, came, sent by the Father. It was in Him, before the foundation 
of the world, that the Father chose us and predestined us to become adopted sons, 
for in Him it pleased the Father to re-establish all things.(4) To carry out the will of 
the Father, Christ inaugurated the Kingdom of heaven on earth and revealed to us 
the mystery of that kingdom. By His obedience He brought about redemption. The 
Church, or, in other words, the kingdom of Christ now present in mystery, grows 
visibly through the power of God in the world. This inauguration and this growth are 
both symbolized by the blood and water which flowed from the open side of a 
crucified Jesus,(5) and are foretold in the words of the Lord referring to His death 
on the Cross: "And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all things to 
myself".(6) As often as the sacrifice of the cross in which Christ our Passover was 
sacrificed, is celebrated on the altar, the work of our redemption is carried on, and, 
in the sacrament of the eucharistic bread, the unity of all believers who form one 
body in Christ (8) is both expressed and brought about. All men are called to this 
union with Christ, who is the light of the world, from whom we go forth, through 
whom we live, and toward whom our whole life strains. 

4. When the work which the Father gave the Son to do on earth (9) was 
accomplished, the Holy Spirit was sent on the day of Pentecost in order that He 
might continually sanctify the Church, and thus, all those who believe would have 
access through Christ in one Spirit to the Father.(10) He is the Spirit of Life, a 
fountain of water springing up to life eternal.(11) To men, dead in sin, the Father 
gives life through Him, until, in Christ, He brings to life their mortal bodies.(12) The 
Spirit dwells in the Church and in the hearts of the faithful, as in a temple.(13) In 
them He prays on their behalf and bears witness to the fact that they are adopted 
sons.(14) The Church, which the Spirit guides in way of all truth(15) and which He 
unified in communion and in works of ministry, He both equips and directs with 
hierarchical and charismatic gifts and adorns with His fruits.(16) By the power of 
the Gospel He makes the Church keep the freshness of youth. Uninterruptedly He 
renews it and leads it to perfect union with its Spouse. (3*) The Spirit and the Bride 
both say to Jesus, the Lord, "Come!"(17) 



Thus, the Church has been seen as "a people made one with the unity of the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit."(4*) 

5. The mystery of the holy Church is manifest in its very foundation. The Lord Jesus 
set it on its course by preaching the Good News, that is, the coming of the Kingdom 
of God, which, for centuries, had been promised in the Scriptures: "The time is 
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand"(18). In the word, in the works, and in 
the presence of Christ, this kingdom was clearly open to the view of men. The Word 
of the Lord is compared to a seed which is sown in a field;(19) those who hear the 
Word with faith and become part of the little flock of Christ,(20) have received the 
Kingdom itself. Then, by its own power the seed sprouts and grows until harvest 
time.(21) The Miracles of Jesus also confirm that the Kingdom has already arrived 
on earth: "If I cast out devils by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has 
come upon you".(22) Before all things, however, the Kingdom is clearly visible in the 
very Person of Christ, the Son of God and the Son of Man, who came "to serve and to 
give His life as a ransom for many:"(23) 

When Jesus, who had suffered the death of the cross for mankind, had risen, He 
appeared as the one constituted as Lord, Christ and eternal Priest,(24) and He 
poured out on His disciples the Spirit promised by the Father.(25) From this source 
the Church, equipped with the gifts of its Founder and faithfully guarding His 
precepts of charity, humility and self-sacrifice, receives the mission to proclaim and 
to spread among all peoples the Kingdom of Christ and of God and to be, on earth, 
the initial budding forth of that kingdom. While it slowly grows, the Church strains 
toward the completed Kingdom and, with all its strength, hopes and desires to be 
united in glory with its King. 

6. In the old Testament the revelation of the Kingdom is often conveyed by means of 
metaphors. In the same way the inner nature of the Church is now made known to 
us in different images taken either from tending sheep or cultivating the land, from 
building or even from family life and betrothals, the images receive preparatory 
shaping in the books of the Prophets. 

The Church is a sheepfold whose one and indispensable door is Christ.(26) It is a 
flock of which God Himself foretold He would be the shepherd,(27) and whose 
sheep, although ruled by human shepherds; are nevertheless continuously led and 
nourished by Christ Himself, the Good Shepherd and the Prince of the 
shepherds,(28) who gave His life for the sheep.(29) 

The Church is a piece of land to be cultivated, the tillage of God.(30) On that land 
the ancient olive tree grows whose holy roots were the Prophets and in which the 
reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles has been brought about and will be brought 
about.(31) That land, like a choice vineyard, has been planted by the heavenly 
Husbandman.(32) The true vine is Christ who gives life and the power to bear 
abundant fruit to the branches, that is, to us, who through the Church remain in 
Christ without whom we can do nothing.(33) 



Often the Church has also been called the building of God.(34) The Lord Himself 
compared Himself to the stone which the builders rejected, but which was made 
into the cornerstone.(35) On this foundation the Church is built by the apostles,(36) 
and from it the Church receives durability and consolidation. This edifice has many 
names to describe it: the house of God (37) in which dwells His family; the 
household of God in the Spirit;(38) the dwelling place of God among men;(39) and, 
especially, the holy temple. This Temple, symbolized in places of worship built out of 
stone, is praised by the Holy Fathers and, not without reason, is compared in the 
liturgy to the Holy City, the New Jerusalem (5*). As living stones we here on earth 
are built into it.(40) John contemplates this holy city coming down from heaven at 
the renewal of the world as a bride made ready and adorned for her husband.(41) 

The Church, further, "that Jerusalem which is above" is also called "our 
mother".(42) It is described as the spotless spouse of the spotless Lamb,(43) whom 
Christ "loved and for whom He delivered Himself up that He might sanctify her",(44) 
whom He unites to Himself by an unbreakable covenant, and whom He unceasingly 
"nourishes and cherishes",(45) and whom, once purified, He willed to be cleansed 
and joined to Himself, subject to Him in love and fidelity,(46) and whom, finally, He 
filled with heavenly gifts for all eternity, in order that we may know the love of God 
and of Christ for us, a love which surpasses all knowledge.(47) The Church, while on 
earth it journeys in a foreign land away from the Lord,(48) is like in exile. It seeks 
and experiences those things which are above, where Christ is seated at the 
right-hand of God, where the life of the Church is hidden with Christ in God until it 
appears in glory with its Spouse.(49) 

7. In the human nature united to Himself the Son of God, by overcoming death 
through His own death and resurrection, redeemed man and re-molded him into a 
new creation.(50) By communicating His Spirit, Christ made His brothers, called 
together from all nations, mystically the components of His own Body. 

In that Body the life of Christ is poured into the believers who, through the 
sacraments, are united in a hidden and real way to Christ who suffered and was 
glorified.(6*) Through Baptism we are formed in the likeness of Christ: "For in one 
Spirit we were all baptized into one body".(51) In this sacred rite a oneness with 
Christ's death and resurrection is both symbolized and brought about: "For we were 
buried with Him by means of Baptism into death"; and if "we have been united with 
Him in the likeness of His death, we shall be so in the likeness of His resurrection 
also".(52) Really partaking of the body of the Lord in the breaking of the Eucharistic 
bread, we are taken up into communion with Him and with one another. "Because 
the bread is one, we though many, are one body, all of us who partake of the one 
bread".(53) In this way all of us are made members of His Body,(54) "but severally 
members one of another".(55) 

As all the members of the human body, though they are many, form one body, so 
also are the faithful in Christ.(56) Also, in the building up of Christ's Body various 
members and functions have their part to play. There is only one Spirit who, 
according to His own richness and the needs of the ministries, gives His different 
gifts for the welfare of the Church.(57) What has a special place among these gifts 



is the grace of the apostles to whose authority the Spirit Himself subjected even 
those who were endowed with charisms.(58) Giving the body unity through Himself 
and through His power and inner joining of the members, this same Spirit produces 
and urges love among the believers. From all this it follows that if one member 
endures anything, all the members co-endure it, and if one member is honored, all 
the members together rejoice.(59) 

The Head of this Body is Christ. He is the image of the invisible God and in Him all 
things came into being. He is before all creatures and in Him all things hold 
together. He is the head of the Body which is the Church. He is the beginning, the 
firstborn from the dead, that in all things He might have the first place.(60) By the 
greatness of His power He rules the things in heaven and the things on earth, and 
with His all-surpassing perfection and way of acting He fills the whole body with the 
riches of His glory. 

All the members ought to be molded in the likeness of Him, until Christ be formed in 
them.(62) For this reason we, who have been made to conform with Him, who have 
died with Him and risen with Him, are taken up into the mysteries of His life, until 
we will reign together with Him.(63) On earth, still as pilgrims in a strange land, 
tracing in trial and in oppression the paths He trod, we are made one with His 
sufferings like the body is one with the Head, suffering with Him, that with Him we 
may be glorified.(64) 

From Him "the whole body, supplied and built up by joints and ligaments, attains a 
growth that is of God".(65) He continually distributes in His body, that is, in the 
Church, gifts of ministries in which, by His own power, we serve each other unto 
salvation so that, carrying out the truth in love, we might through all things grow 
unto Him who is our Head.(66) 

In order that we might be unceasingly renewed in Him,(67) He has shared with us 
His Spirit who, existing as one and the same being in the Head and in the members, 
gives life to, unifies and moves through the whole body. This He does in such a way 
that His work could be compared by the holy Fathers with the function which the 
principle of life, that is, the soul, fulfills in the human body.(8*) 

Christ loves the Church as His bride, having become the model of a man loving his 
wife as his body;(68) the Church, indeed, is subject to its Head.(69) "Because in Him 
dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily",(70) He fills the Church, which is His 
body and His fullness, with His divine gifts (71) so that it may expand and reach all 
the fullness of God.(72) 

8. Christ, the one Mediator, established and continually sustains here on earth His 
holy Church, the community of faith, hope and charity, as an entity with visible 
delineation (9*) through which He communicated truth and grace to all. But, the 
society structured with hierarchical organs and the Mystical Body of Christ, are not 
to be considered as two realities, nor are the visible assembly and the spiritual 
community, nor the earthly Church and the Church enriched with heavenly things; 
rather they form one complex reality which coalesces from a divine and a human 



element.(10*) For this reason, by no weak analogy, it is compared to the mystery of 
the incarnate Word. As the assumed nature inseparably united to Him, serves the 
divine Word as a living organ of salvation, so, in a similar way, does the visible social 
structure of the Church serve the Spirit of Christ, who vivifies it, in the building up of 
the body.(73) (11*) 

This is the one Church of Christ which in the Creed is professed as one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic, (12*) which our Saviour, after His Resurrection, commissioned Peter 
to shepherd,(74) and him and the other apostles to extend and direct with 
authority,(75) which He erected for all ages as "the pillar and mainstay of the 
truth".(76) This Church constituted and organized in the world as a society, subsists 
in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the 
Bishops in communion with him,(13*) although many elements of sanctification and 
of truth are found outside of its visible structure. These elements, as gifts belonging 
to the Church of Christ, are forces impelling toward catholic unity. 

Just as Christ carried out the work of redemption in poverty and persecution, so the 
Church is called to follow the same route that it might communicate the fruits of 
salvation to men. Christ Jesus, "though He was by nature God . . . emptied Himself, 
taking the nature of a slave",(77) and "being rich, became poor"(78) for our sakes. 
Thus, the Church, although it needs human resources to carry out its mission, is not 
set up to seek earthly glory, but to proclaim, even by its own example, humility and 
self-sacrifice. Christ was sent by the Father "to bring good news to the poor, to heal 
the contrite of heart",(79) "to seek and to save what was lost".(80) Similarly, the 
Church encompasses with love all who are afflicted with human suffering and in the 
poor and afflicted sees the image of its poor and suffering Founder. It does all it can 
to relieve their need and in them it strives to serve Christ. While Christ, holy, 
innocent and undefiled(81) knew nothing of sin,(82) but came to expiate only the 
sins of the people,(83) the Church, embracing in its bosom sinners, at the same time 
holy and always in need of being purified, always follows the way of penance and 
renewal. The Church, "like a stranger in a foreign land, presses forward amid the 
persecutions of the world and the consolations of God"(14*), announcing the cross 
and death of the Lord until He comes."(84) By the power of the risen Lord it is given 
strength that it might, in patience and in love, overcome its sorrows and its 
challenges, both within itself and from without, and that it might reveal to the 
world, faithfully though darkly, the mystery of its Lord until, in the end, it will be 
manifested in full light. 

 

Section 1 – Christ’s light and the Church’s mission 
 
The chapter begins by directing our attention to Christ. The Church’s mission must be 
understood in relation to Him: she receives what she hands on. Her teaching, worship, and 
apostolic work should help people encounter the Savior and receive the truth He reveals. 
 
John 1:4-9 describes the light that comes from the Word. Matthew 5:14-16 then calls Christ’s 
disciples to bear witness through their lives so that others may glorify the Father. These 



passages help explain how Christ’s light can be manifested through people who depend entirely 
on Him. The witness has a real responsibility, but the witness is not the source of salvation. 
 
The description of the Church as a sign and instrument invites a similar distinction. A sign points 
toward a reality; an instrument serves an action. Applied to the Church, these terms speak of 
her service to communion with God. They do not add another sacrament to the seven, nor 
reduce the Church to a symbol without effective supernatural gifts. 
 
The practical question is whether our work leads people to God. Unity, friendship, and 
cooperation are good, but Christian unity requires more than agreeable relations. It involves 
receiving the truth, worshiping God, and living in His grace. 
 
Section 2 – The Father’s plan and the history of salvation 
 
Ephesians 1:3-10 presents our salvation as the fruit of God’s gracious purpose in Christ. We do 
not earn a right to divine adoption simply by possessing human nature. God freely gives what 
exceeds our natural powers: a share in His life. 
 
This distinction protects us from naturalism. Creation is good, and human beings possess real 
dignity as God’s creatures. Nevertheless, our supernatural destiny depends on grace. The Fall 
wounded human life and deprived humanity of original holiness; salvation requires God’s 
remedy for sin. 
 
The Old Testament prepares us to understand this remedy. God calls Abraham, forms Israel, 
gives the Law, and speaks through the prophets. These events teach us to recognize both His 
fidelity and our need for conversion. The Church’s faith has roots in this history, fulfilled in 
Christ.  
 
The Catechism’s account of the Father’s plan and the Church’s preparation in Israel provides a 
useful companion reading (CCC 759-762). 
 
This history also prevents us from treating our own moment as the beginning of Christianity. We 
receive an inheritance. This should help people enter that inheritance with understanding, 
gratitude, and fidelity. 
 
Section 3 – Redemption, the Cross, and the Eucharist 
 
The Son carries out the Father’s saving purpose through His life, obedience, death, and 
resurrection. Christian communion has this sacrificial foundation. We cannot explain the Church 
adequately while leaving the Cross at the edge of the picture. 
 
John 19:34 records the blood and water flowing from Christ’s pierced side. The Church’s 
traditional meditation on this passage connects her sacramental life with the Savior’s self-giving. 
The Catechism develops this connection in its account of the Church’s origin (CCC 766).  
 
At Mass, we do not perform a new redemption or add another sacrifice beside Calvary. The one 
sacrifice of Christ is made sacramentally present. Its saving fruits are applied to us. The Council 



of Trent distinguishes the bloody offering on the Cross from its unbloody sacramental offering in 
the Mass while affirming the same Christ as the Victim.  
 
The Eucharist therefore cannot be explained adequately as a gathering that expresses our 
friendship. We receive Our Lord Himself. Our unity is nourished by His gift and calls us to live 
accordingly. 
 
This gives us a clear center. Teaching should lead toward faith and sacramental life. Service 
should be nourished by prayer. Our activity bears Christian fruit when it remains united to 
Christ’s offering. 
 
Section 4 – The Holy Spirit and the Church’s supernatural life 
 
Pentecost makes clear that the Church’s mission exceeds the strength of her members. The 
Apostles receive the Holy Spirit and proclaim Christ publicly (Acts 2). Their courage and ministry 
depend on the gift of God. 
 
The Spirit’s action is also interior. St. Paul speaks of adoption, prayer, and the indwelling of the 
Spirit (Romans 8:14-27). Holiness requires more than outward conformity or belonging to an 
organization. It involves God’s action within us and our response to His grace.  
 
We should distinguish the Spirit’s gifts from our own wishes. An intense feeling, a persuasive 
personality, or a successful project does not establish that a proposal comes from Him. Scripture 
commands discernment: “Try the spirits if they be of God” (I John 4:1). Authentic discernment 
must respect the faith received from Christ. 
 
The Catechism describes the Spirit as the principle of the Church’s life and explains that 
charisms serve the building up of the Church and require discernment (CCC 797-801).  
 
Renewal therefore calls us to deeper fidelity. Prayer, repentance, sound teaching, and 
sacramental life provide a firmer measure than novelty or popularity. The question is whether 
we are becoming more obedient to Christ and more charitable toward one another.  
 
Section 5 – The Kingdom begun and the Kingdom fulfilled 
 
Our Lord announces the Kingdom and calls people to repentance (Mark 1:14-15). His 
words and deeds reveal God’s saving reign; His death and resurrection accomplish the 
victory on which our hope rests. 
 
The parables of growth help us understand the present Christian life. A seed can be 
truly alive without having reached harvest. Likewise, the presence of God’s grace 
among us does not mean that history has already reached its glorious completion. We 
continue to struggle against sin and await the Lord’s return. 
 



This distinction has practical consequences. No political arrangement, economic 
system, or program of human development can bring about the Beatific Vision. Nor 
does the Church’s expectation of heaven permit indifference to our neighbor. Matthew 
25:31-46 joins our final accountability to the concrete practice of mercy. 
 
We should therefore resist two errors: reducing Christianity to social improvement, and 
treating charity toward people in need as irrelevant to salvation. Feeding the hungry and 
teaching the faith can both belong to a Church ordered toward God, when performed in 
fidelity to Christ.  
 
When we pray “Thy kingdom come,” we ask for God’s reign in our lives and look toward 
its fulfillment. We do not announce that we have already achieved it through our own 
efforts. 
 
Section 6 – Reading the biblical images together 
 
Each image teaches something that another image may leave less apparent. 
 
The “flock” directs us toward Christ’s care and our obligation to hear His voice (John 
10). Human shepherds must answer to Him. Their responsibility is to guide those 
entrusted to them toward the Lord. 
 
The “vine and branches” teach dependence and fruitfulness (John 15). A branch cannot 
produce life independently of the vine. This image challenges a Church that measures 
everything by activity while neglecting prayer and grace. 
 
The “building” teaches foundation, order, and permanence. Ephesians 2:19-22 speaks 
of the Apostles and prophets, with Christ as the cornerstone. We do not choose a 
different foundation each time our preferences change.  
 
The “bride” teaches love, fidelity, and sanctification (Ephesians 5:25-27). Christ’s 
relation to the Church is personal and enduring. We should never speak of her solely as 
a mechanism for administration. 
 
The image of “mother” directs our attention to the life we receive and the care that helps 
us grow. St. Paul speaks of the Jerusalem above as our mother (Galatians 4:26). 
 



Taken together, these images prevent a narrow explanation. The Church has structure 
and spiritual life, authority and loving care, a foundation received from Christ and a 
vocation to bear fruit. The imagery deepens our understanding without dissolving her 
concrete identity. 
 
Section 7 – Christ’s Mystical Body and our response to grace 
 
St. Paul’s teaching on the body explains a union that is real without making every 
member identical. The members receive different gifts and must use them for the good 
of all (I Corinthians 12:4-27). Shared dignity does not abolish distinct responsibilities. 
 
This union also preserves the distinction between Christ and the Christian. We are 
creatures sustained by Him. Participation in divine life is a gift of grace; it does not turn 
human beings into additional divine persons. 
 
The sacraments are central to understanding this participation. Baptism unites us to 
Christ’s death and resurrection (Romans 6:3-4). The Eucharist nourishes communion 
with Him and with His members (I Corinthians 10:16-17). These are more than outward 
declarations of belonging. 
 
The Catechism describes sacramental communion with Christ, the diversity of the 
members, and the obligation to become like the Head (CCC 789-794). 
 
This part here deserves precision. Christ’s redemption of humanity must be 
distinguished from the justification of each person and from final salvation. The Council 
of Trent supplies that distinction. We should interpret the opening words of Section 7 
with the sacramental account that follows, rather than making the opening sentence 
carry an isolated theory of automatic salvation. 
 
Membership brings duties as well as gifts. When another Christian suffers, we should 
care. When another receives a gift, we should rejoice. Envy, cruelty, and neglect 
contradict the charity to which union with Christ calls us. 
 
Section 8 – One Church, visible and spiritual 
 
The Church’s spiritual life and visible bonds belong together. The profession of faith, 
sacramental worship, and apostolic ministry have an essential place in Christian 



communion. The Catechism identifies these visible bonds in its discussion of unity 
(CCC 815).  
 
The comparison with the Incarnation requires care. In Christ, the divine and human 
natures are united in the one divine Person of the Son. The Church is not another 
incarnation, and her members do not acquire Christ’s personal sinlessness. The 
analogy helps us consider how visible realities serve a supernatural purpose: it must not 
be pressed beyond its proper limits. 
 
The phrase “subsists in” raises the question of the Church’s unique identity. The 2007 
doctrinal responses explain that this subsistence belongs to the Catholic Church alone. 
Recognizing Christian gifts outside full Catholic communion does not establish several 
competing realizations of the Church founded by Christ. The fuller examination appears 
in “Pillars Commentary” below.  
 
This section also calls us to consider poverty and suffering. Christ’s life challenges the 
assumption that earthly prestige or wealth proves fidelity. A prosperous Christian still 
needs examination of conscience; a suffering Christian has not thereby been 
abandoned by God. 
 
Finally, the Church’s holiness must be distinguished from the conduct of every member. 
Her divine gifts are holy, while members can sin grievously and need repentance. The 
Catechism treats this distinction in CCC 823-827. 
 
The distinction must lead to action: honest correction of wrongdoing, protection of those 
harmed, and personal conversion. Invoking the Church’s holiness cannot excuse a 
failure to practice it. 
 

II.​ SCRIPTURE 
 

Our Lord does not leave His followers with an idea of fellowship alone. He establishes a 
Church. 
 
“And I say to thee: That thou art Peter: and upon this rock I will build my church, 
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18). 
 
The Church belongs to Christ. He is her Founder, and His promise gives us reason to 
trust Him even when the conduct of Christians causes grief. Faith in His promise must 



never become an excuse to ignore wrongdoing. It is the reason to seek fidelity and 
repentance within the Church He loves. 
 
Christ also speaks as the Shepherd who gives His life for His sheep (John 10:11). His 
flock lives by receiving His care, hearing His voice, and following Him. The image of a 
flock cannot be separated from its Shepherd. 
 
In the image of the vine, Our Lord makes our dependence on Him unmistakable: “I am 
the vine; you the branches; he that abideth in me, and I in him, the same beareth 
much fruit: for without me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). 
 
Christian fruitfulness comes from abiding in Christ. Good organization, intelligence, 
enthusiasm, and generosity have their place, but none can produce supernatural life 
apart from His grace. 
 
St. Paul calls the Church Christ’s Body (I Corinthians 12:12-27). The members have 
different gifts, and each must care for the others. Their unity does not abolish their 
differences. Nor does the body give itself its Head. 
 
Baptism brings us into Christ’s death and resurrection (Romans 6:3-4). This helps us 
distinguish the redemption accomplished by the Savior from the personal reception of 
its fruits. Our need for faith, grace, and conversion cannot be replaced by the assertion 
that we are human and therefore already holy.  
 
The Eucharist also binds us to Christ and to one another: “For we, being many, are 
one bread, one body, all that partake of one bread” (I Corinthians 10:17). 
 
St. Paul’s image of the bride carries us still further. Christ loves the Church and gives 
Himself for her sanctification (Ephesians 5:25-27). Her holiness is His gift; her 
members are called to live according to that gift. 
 
Finally, Scripture keeps salvation centered on the Savior: “Neither is there salvation in 
any other. For there is no other name under heaven given to men, whereby we 
must be saved” (Acts 4:12). 
 
Whatever questions arise about those outside visible Catholic unity, we cannot set aside 
this foundation. Salvation is the work of Jesus Christ. No human community, religious 
sincerity, or moral effort can replace Him. 



 
III.​ REMEMBER – WHAT CAME BEFORE? 

The Church did not first discover at Vatican II that she is Christ’s Mystical Body. 
 
In Mystici Corporis Christi (1943), Pius XII identifies the true Church of Jesus Christ with 
the holy, Catholic, apostolic, Roman Church. He treats her as a visible society whose 
supernatural life comes from Christ and the Holy Spirit. A merely social account of the 
Church is inadequate; so is an account of spiritual union that disregards her visible 
constitution. 
 
He also distinguishes the Church’s Mystical Body from Christ’s physical Body. Our union 
with the Savior does not dissolve the distinction between Creator and creature or make 
the members divine. 
 
Near the conclusion, Pius XII speaks of people outside visible Catholic membership 
who have a relationship to the Mystical Body through an unconscious desire and 
longing. He nevertheless urges them toward Catholic unity and the helps available 
within it. Recognition of grace beyond visible membership therefore predates Vatican II; 
it was accompanied by an earnest call to enter the Church.  
 
An earlier witness is Pius IX’s Quanto Conficiamur Moerore (1863). He affirms the 
necessity of the Church for salvation while acknowledging that people invincibly 
ignorant of the Catholic religion may attain eternal life through divine light and grace. 
Ignorance is not itself a saving power. The saving action belongs to God. 
 
These earlier teachings matter when we encounter “subsists in.” We need to ask 
whether the expression maintains the identity already confessed, and how it accounts 
for genuine Christian gifts found beyond full Catholic communion. 
 
There is also an older distinction essential to our reading of redemption. The Council of 
Trent teaches that, although Christ died for all, not all receive the benefit of His death; 
His saving merits must be communicated to them. The universal scope of Christ’s 
sacrifice does not mean the automatic justification or final salvation of every person.  
 
The distinction is practical as well as theological. We must never preach the Cross in a 
way that makes repentance unnecessary. Christ’s victory is the foundation of our 
conversion, our sacramental life, and our hope. 
 



IV.​ BENEDICT XVI 
 

Benedict XVI’s address to the Roman Curia on December 22, 2005, gives us a principle 
of reading the Council. He contrasts an interpretation of rupture with reform in the 
continuity of the same Church. 
 
He does not say that every expression, disciplinary arrangement, or historical judgment 
must remain unchanged. He distinguishes the enduring substance of the faith from the 
ways in which it is presented and applied. Faithful renewal must preserve the meaning 
of the faith received. 
 
This means that continuity should be demonstrated through careful comparison. Simply 
calling an interpretation “continuous” cannot settle the question. We need to identify the 
doctrine involved, consult its earlier expression, and examine whether the proposed 
reading preserves it. 
 
During Benedict’s pontificate, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued its 
2007 Responses to Some Questions Regarding Certain Aspects of the Doctrine on the 
Church. Approved by him, the responses explain that “subsists in” identifies the 
continuing historical existence of the Church of Christ, with all the elements Christ 
instituted, in the Catholic Church. This subsistence belongs to her alone. 
 
The recognition of elements of sanctification and truth outside her visible structure does 
not mean that the Church of Christ subsists in several churches. The responses also 
distinguish Eastern Churches possessing apostolic succession and a valid Eucharist 
from communities lacking those gifts. These differences cannot be reduced to 
interchangeable denominational labels. 
 
This clarification establishes the meaning the Holy See authoritatively gives the 
expression. It does not, by itself, answer every historical or pastoral question about why 
the wording was chosen or how it has been received. Those questions deserve 
accurate treatment, too. 
 

V.​ PILLARS COMMENTARY 
 
We should begin this chapter with gratitude for the Church and a serious commitment to 
truthful reading. Love for the Church includes the desire to understand her teaching 
accurately and to protect the faithful from misleading explanations. 



 
The concern about “subsists in.” 
 
Critics object that replacing the familiar “is” with “subsists in” can sound as though the 
Church of Christ is a larger, invisible reality of which the Catholic Church is only one 
expression. The concern involves the identity of the Church and therefore deserves 
more than a vocabulary lesson. 
 
The 2007 clarification excludes that interpretation. It affirms a unique subsistence in the 
Catholic Church while recognizing Christian gifts beyond full communion. Our 
conclusion must therefore distinguish the authoritative meaning from the criticism that 
the wording can require substantial explanation.  
 
A person can ask whether a formulation communicates clearly without thereby having 
proved that it teaches a different doctrine. Equally, invoking an authoritative clarification 
does not excuse a teacher from explaining the issue to someone who is confused by 
the original expression. 
 
The earlier declaration Dominus Iesus (2000), issued by the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith under Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger and approved by John Paul II, 
makes the doctrinal boundaries explicit. The Church of Christ is not a collection of 
churches and ecclesial communities. Salvation comes through Christ and has an 
essential relationship to His Church. The declaration rejects the view that one religion is 
as good as another and maintains the urgency of evangelization.  
 
An ecumenical explanation that teaches religious interchangeability fails these 
boundaries. So does an explanation that imagines Christians can be reunited by 
agreeing that revealed truth no longer matters. Charity requires patience with people; 
however, it also requires fidelity to the truth that can save them. 
 
The concern about redemption in Section 7 
 
Critics of this reading argued that the opening of Section 7 makes every human being a 
new creation automatically through Christ’s Incarnation, death, and resurrection. If that 
were the teaching, the objection would be grave: redemption would have been confused 
with the personal justification of every individual. 
 



But Section 7 immediately discusses believers receiving Christ’s life through the 
sacraments, specifically Baptism and the Eucharist. That context cannot be omitted 
when interpreting its opening sentence. The passage does not establish that every 
person possesses sanctifying grace simply by being born. 
 
We should therefore retain the traditional distinction: Christ accomplished redemption 
for humanity; its fruits must be received. We must continue to speak plainly about sin, 
conversion, faith, Baptism, perseverance, and judgment. The language of human 
solidarity must never be used to erase the difference between nature and grace. 
 
The concern that the Kingdom becomes merely human progress 
 
Critics also feared that the Church and God’s Kingdom are being identified with 
humanity’s collective development. This raises a necessary question: Are we 
proclaiming salvation and holiness, or reducing our mission to social improvement? 
 
Feeding the hungry, caring for the sick, and acting justly belong to Christian charity. 
They do not replace the supernatural end of human life. A society can become more 
prosperous while its people remain estranged from God. 
 
For this first reading, the relevant question is how Chapter I speaks of the Kingdom. 
Section 5 roots the Church’s mission in Christ and looks toward the Kingdom’s 
completion in glory. That gives us a supernatural horizon for judging our mission. 
 
However, the wider criticisms must be examined with the chapters and documents to 
which they belong. Today our reading remains Chapter I, Sections 1-8.  
 
The concern about a Church made in our own image 
 
A Church understood only as an institution can be treated as something we manage for 
our own purposes. A Church understood only as an invisible fellowship can lose the 
concrete bonds by which the faith is handed down. 
 
We need a fuller fidelity. The Christian should seek sound doctrine, reverent worship, 
sacramental grace, and charity together. Neither administrative competence nor 
religious feeling can stand in for life in Christ. 
 



The failures of Catholics, including those entrusted with authority, can wound others 
profoundly. Those failures should be named honestly and corrected. They cannot make 
Christ’s truth false, and they cannot justify complacency about our own sins. 
 
This first day gives us a task for the whole series: read closely, verify quotations, 
compare teachings, distinguish an objection from a demonstrated contradiction, and let 
what we learn call us to greater fidelity. 
 
VI.​ REFLECT 
 
As we finish today’s reading, ask yourself: 
 

●​ Do I seek the Church’s supernatural gifts with the same seriousness that I bring 
to questions about her human failures? 

●​ Can I explain why Christ’s redemption calls me to conversion, rather than 
assuming that salvation is automatic? 

 
VII.​ DEEPER THOUGHTS TO CONCLUDE THIS DAY 
 
The Church is not our possession. We have received her faith, her sacraments, and her 
call to holiness. 
 
Before we offer an opinion about her, we should remember the Savior who gave His life 
for her. Before we ask others to be faithful, we should examine our own fidelity. Before 
we speak about unity, we should ask whether our words serve the truth Christ entrusted 
to His Apostles.  
 
Serious questions need not be hidden. They should lead us to more careful reading, 
more honest teaching, and more fervent prayer. 
 
Today, thank Our Lord for Baptism. Pray for those who teach and govern the Church. 
Pray for those wounded by the sins of her members. Ask for the grace to recognize 
error without surrendering charity, and to practice charity without surrendering truth. 
 
The purpose of this reading is to know more deeply the Church Christ founded and to 
live more faithfully within her.  
 
TO BELONG TO CHRIST IS TO RECEIVE HIS GIFTS AND FOLLOW HIM. 



 
 
 


