LUMEN GENTIUM

CHAPTER TWO
THE PEOPLE OF GOD:
FAITH, MEMBERSHIP, AND THE NECESSITY OF THE CHURCH FOR
SALVATION

Our first reading considered the Church as Christ’s Mystical Body, His Bride, and a
visible society receiving supernatural life from Him. We now consider the people
whom God gathers into that Church.

Today we read Chapter II, “On the People of God,” Sections 9-17.

We will continue reading alongside Sacred Scripture, Sacred Tradition, and the
Church’s perennial teaching. Particular attention is needed when the Council
discusses the priesthood of the faithful, the discernment of believers, Christians
separated from Catholic unity, and those who have not received the Gospel.

Our questions concern both doctrine and its expression: Does the title “People of
God” preserve the Church’s supernatural and hierarchical character? How are
Catholics, other Christians, and non-Christians related to her? Does the recognition
of grace beyond visible membership preserve the necessity of conversion, faith,
and the Church?

I. READ

Read Chapter II, Sections 9-17, “On the People of God.”

9. At all times and in every race God has given welcome to whosoever fears Him and does
what is right.(85) God, however, does not make men holy and save them merely as
individuals, without bond or link between one another. Rather has it pleased Him to bring
men together as one people, a people which acknowledges Him in truth and serves Him in
holiness. He therefore chose the race of Israel as a people unto Himself. With it He set up a
covenant. Step by step He taught and prepared this people, making known in its history
both Himself and the decree of His will and making it holy unto Himself. All these things,



however, were done by way of preparation and as a figure of that new and perfect covenant,
which was to be ratified in Christ, and of that fuller revelation which was to be given through
the Word of God Himself made flesh. "Behold the days shall come saith the Lord, and I will
make a new covenant with the House of Israel, and with the house of Judah . .. I will give my
law in their bowels, and I will write it in their heart, and I will be their God, and they shall be
my people . .. For all of them shall know Me, from the least of them even to the greatest,
saith the Lord.(86) Christ instituted this new covenant, the new testament, that is to say, in
His Blood,(87) calling together a people made up of Jew and gentile, making them one, not
according to the flesh but in the Spirit. This was to be the new People of God. For those who
believe in Christ, who are reborn not from a perishable but from an imperishable seed
through the word of the living God,(88) not from the flesh but from water and the Holy Spirit,
(89) are finally established as "a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a purchased
people ... who in times past were not a people, but are now the people of God".(90)

That messianic people has Christ for its head, "Who was delivered up for our sins, and rose
again for our justification",(91) and now, having won a name which is above all names,
reigns in glory in heaven. The state of this people is that of the dignity and freedom of the
sons of God, in whose hearts the Holy Spirit dwells as in His temple. Its law is the new
commandment to love as Christ loved us.(92) Its end is the kingdom of God, which has been
begun by God Himself on earth, and which is to be further extended until it is brought to
perfection by Him at the end of time, when Christ, our life,(93) shall appear, and "creation
itself will be delivered from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the sons
of God".(94) So it is that that messianic people, although it does not actually include all men,
and at times may look like a small flock, is nonetheless a lasting and sure seed of unity, hope
and salvation for the whole human race. Established by Christ as a communion of life,
charity and truth, it is also used by Him as an instrument for the redemption of all, and is
sent forth into the whole world as the light of the world and the salt of the earth.(95)

Israel according to the flesh, which wandered as an exile in the desert, was already called
the Church of God.(96) So likewise the new Israel which while living in this present age goes
in search of a future and abiding city (97) is called the Church of Christ.(98) For He has
bought it for Himself with His blood,(99) has filled it with His Spirit and provided it with those
means which befit it as a visible and social union. God gathered together as one all those
who in faith look upon Jesus as the author of salvation and the source of unity and peace,
and established them as the Church that for each and all it may be the visible sacrament of
this saving unity. (1*) While it transcends all limits of time and confines of race, the Church is
destined to extend to all regions of the earth and so enters into the history of mankind.
Moving forward through trial and tribulation, the Church is strengthened by the power of
God's grace, which was promised to her by the Lord, so that in the weakness of the flesh she
may not waver from perfect fidelity, but remain a bride worthy of her Lord, and moved by
the Holy Spirit may never cease to renew herself, until through the Cross she arrives at the
light which knows no setting.



10. Christ the Lord, High Priest taken from among men,(100) made the new people "a
kingdom and priests to God the Father".(101) The baptized, by regeneration and the
anointing of the Holy Spirit, are consecrated as a spiritual house and a holy priesthood, in
order that through all those works which are those of the Christian man they may offer
spiritual sacrifices and proclaim the power of Him who has called them out of darkness into
His marvelous light.(102) Therefore all the disciples of Christ, persevering in prayer and
praising God,(103) should present themselves as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God.
(104) Everywhere on earth they must bear witness to Christ and give an answer to those who
seek an account of that hope of eternal life which is in them.(105)

Though they differ from one another in essence and not only in degree, the common
priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood are nonetheless
interrelated: each of them in its own special way is a participation in the one priesthood of
Christ.(2*) The ministerial priest, by the sacred power he enjoys, teaches and rules the
priestly people; acting in the person of Christ, he makes present the Eucharistic sacrifice,
and offers it to God in the name of all the people. But the faithful, in virtue of their royal
priesthood, join in the offering of the Eucharist.(3*) They likewise exercise that priesthood in
receiving the sacraments, in prayer and thanksgiving, in the witness of a holy life, and by
self-denial and active charity.

11. It is through the sacraments and the exercise of the virtues that the sacred nature and
organic structure of the priestly community is brought into operation. Incorporated in the
Church through baptism, the faithful are destined by the baptismal character for the
worship of the Christian religion; reborn as sons of God they must confess before men the
faith which they have received from God through the Church (4*). They are more perfectly
bound to the Church by the sacrament of Confirmation, and the Holy Spirit endows them
with special strength so that they are more strictly obliged to spread and defend the faith,
both by word and by deed, as true witnesses of Christ (5*). Taking part in the Eucharistic
sacrifice, which is the fount and apex of the whole Christian life, they offer the Divine Victim
to God, and offer themselves along with It.(6*) Thus both by reason of the offering and
through Holy Communion all take part in this liturgical service, not indeed, all in the same
way but each in that way which is proper to himself. Strengthened in Holy Communion by
the Body of Christ, they then manifest in a concrete way that unity of the people of God
which is suitably signified and wondrously brought about by this most august sacrament.

Those who approach the sacrament of Penance obtain pardon from the mercy of God for
the offence committed against Him and are at the same time reconciled with the Church,
which they have wounded by their sins, and which by charity, example, and prayer seeks
their conversion. By the sacred anointing of the sick and the prayer of her priests the whole
Church commends the sick to the suffering and glorified Lord, asking that He may lighten
their suffering and save them;(106) she exhorts them, moreover, to contribute to the
welfare of the whole people of God by associating themselves freely with the passion and
death of Christ.(107) Those of the faithful who are consecrated by Holy Orders are



appointed to feed the Church in Christ's name with the word and the grace of God. Finally,
Christian spouses, in virtue of the sacrament of Matrimony, whereby they signify and
partake of the mystery of that unity and fruitful love which exists between Christ and His
Church,(108) help each other to attain to holiness in their married life and in the rearing and
education of their children. By reason of their state and rank in life they have their own
special gift among the people of God.(109) (7*) From the wedlock of Christians there comes
the family, in which new citizens of human society are born, who by the grace of the Holy
Spirit received in baptism are made children of God, thus perpetuating the people of God
through the centuries. The family is, so to speak, the domestic church. In it parents should,
by their word and example, be the first preachers of the faith to their children; they should
encourage them in the vocation which is proper to each of them, fostering with special care
vocation to a sacred state.

Fortified by so many and such powerful means of salvation, all the faithful, whatever their
condition or state, are called by the Lord, each in his own way, to that perfect holiness
whereby the Father Himself is perfect.

12. The holy people of God shares also in Christ's prophetic office; it spreads abroad a living
witness to Him, especially by means of a life of faith and charity and by offering to God a
sacrifice of praise, the tribute of lips which give praise to His name.(110) The entire body of
the faithful, anointed as they are by the Holy One,(111) cannot err in matters of belief. They
manifest this special property by means of the whole peoples' supernatural discernment in
matters of faith when "from the Bishops down to the last of the lay faithful" (8*) they show
universal agreement in matters of faith and morals. That discernment in matters of faith is
aroused and sustained by the Spirit of truth. It is exercised under the guidance of the sacred
teaching authority, in faithful and respectful obedience to which the people of God accepts
that which is not just the word of men but truly the word of God.(112) Through it, the people
of God adheres unwaveringly to the faith given once and for all to the saints,(113)
penetrates it more deeply with right thinking, and applies it more fully in its life.

It is not only through the sacraments and the ministries of the Church that the Holy Spirit
sanctifies and leads the people of God and enriches it with virtues, but, "allotting his gifts to
everyone according as He wills,(114) He distributes special graces among the faithful of
every rank. By these gifts He makes them fit and ready to undertake the various tasks and
offices which contribute toward the renewal and building up of the Church, according to the
words of the Apostle: "The manifestation of the Spirit is given to everyone for profit".(115)
These charisms, whether they be the more outstanding or the more simple and widely
diffused, are to be received with thanksgiving and consolation for they are perfectly suited
to and useful for the needs of the Church. Extraordinary gifts are not to be sought after, nor
are the fruits of apostolic labor to be presumptuously expected from their use; but
judgment as to their genuinity and proper use belongs to those who are appointed leaders
in the Church, to whose special competence it belongs, not indeed to extinguish the Spirit,
but to test all things and hold fast to that which is good.(116)



13. All men are called to belong to the new people of God. Wherefore this people, while
remaining one and only one, is to be spread throughout the whole world and must exist in
all ages, so that the decree of God's will may be fulfilled. In the beginning God made human
nature one and decreed that all His children, scattered as they were, would finally be
gathered together as one. (117) It was for this purpose that God sent His Son, whom He
appointed heir of all things,(118) that He might be teacher, king and priest of all, the head of
the new and universal people of the sons of God. For this too God sent the Spirit of His Son
as Lord and Life-giver. He it is who brings together the whole Church and each and every
one of those who believe, and who is the well-spring of their unity in the teaching of the
apostles and in fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in prayers.(119)

It follows that though there are many nations there is but one people of God, which takes its
citizens from every race, making them citizens of a kingdom which is of a heavenly rather
than of an earthly nature. All the faithful, scattered though they be throughout the world,
are in communion with each other in the Holy Spirit, and so, he who dwells in Rome knows
that the people of India are his members"(9%*). Since the kingdom of Christ is not of this
world(120) the Church or people of God in establishing that kingdom takes nothing away
from the temporal welfare of any people. On the contrary it fosters and takes to itself,
insofar as they are good, the ability, riches and customs in which the genius of each people
expresses itself. Taking them to itself it purifies, strengthens, elevates and ennobles them.
The Church in this is mindful that she must bring together the nations for that king to whom
they were given as an inheritance,(121) and to whose city they bring gifts and offerings.(122)
This characteristic of universality which adorns the people of God is a gift from the Lord
Himself. By reason of it, the Catholic Church strives constantly and with due effect to bring
all humanity and all its possessions back to its source In Christ, with Him as its head and
united in His Spirit. (10%)

In virtue of this catholicity each individual part contributes through its special gifts to the
good of the other parts and of the whole Church. Through the common sharing of gifts and
through the common effort to attain fullness in unity, the whole and each of the parts
receive increase. Not only, then, is the people of God made up of different peoples but in its
inner structure also itis composed of various ranks. This diversity among its members arises
either by reason of their duties, as is the case with those who exercise the sacred ministry
for the good of their brethren, or by reason of their condition and state of life, as is the case
with those many who enter the religious state and, tending toward holiness by a narrower
path, stimulate their brethren by their example. Moreover, within the Church particular
Churches hold a rightful place; these Churches retain their own traditions, without in any
way opposing the primacy of the Chair of Peter, which presides over the whole assembly of
charity (11*) and protects legitimate differences, while at the same time assuring that such
differences do not hinder unity but rather contribute toward it. Between all the parts of the
Church there remains a bond of close communion whereby they share spiritual riches,
apostolic workers and temporal resources. For the members of the people of God are called
to share these goods in common, and of each of the Churches the words of the Apostle hold



good: "According to the gift that each has received, administer it to one another as good
stewards of the manifold grace of God".(123)

All men are called to be part of this catholic unity of the people of God which in promoting
universal peace presages it. And there belong to or are related to it in various ways, the
Catholic faithful, all who believe in Christ, and indeed the whole of mankind, for all men are
called by the grace of God to salvation.

14. This Sacred Council wishes to turn its attention firstly to the Catholic faithful. Basing itself
upon Sacred Scripture and Tradition, it teaches that the Church, now sojourning on earth as
an exile, is necessary for salvation. Christ, present to us in His Body, which is the Church, is
the one Mediator and the unique way of salvation. In explicit terms He Himself affirmed the
necessity of faith and baptism(124) and thereby affirmed also the necessity of the Church,
for through baptism as through a door men enter the Church. Whosoever, therefore,
knowing that the Catholic Church was made necessary by Christ, would refuse to enter or to
remain in it, could not be saved.

They are fully incorporated in the society of the Church who, possessing the Spirit of Christ
accept her entire system and all the means of salvation given to her, and are united with her
as part of her visible bodily structure and through her with Christ, who rules her through the
Supreme Pontiff and the bishops. The bonds which bind men to the Church in a visible way
are profession of faith, the sacraments, and ecclesiastical government and communion. He
is not saved, however, who, though part of the body of the Church, does not persevere in
charity. He remains indeed in the bosom of the Church, but, as it were, only in a "bodily"
manner and not "in his heart."(12*) All the Church's children should remember that their
exalted status is to be attributed not to their own merits but to the special grace of Christ. If
they fail moreover to respond to that grace in thought, word and deed, not only shall they
not be saved but they will be the more severely judged.(13%)

Catechumens who, moved by the Holy Spirit, seek with explicit intention to be incorporated
into the Church are by that very intention joined with her. With love and solicitude Mother
Church already embraces them as her own.

15. The Church recognizes that in many ways she is linked with those who, being baptized,
are honored with the name of Christian, though they do not profess the faith in its entirety
or do not preserve unity of communion with the successor of Peter. (14*) For there are many
who honor Sacred Scripture, taking it as a norm of belief and a pattern of life, and who show
a sincere zeal. They lovingly believe in God the Father Aimighty and in Christ, the Son of God
and Saviour. (15*) They are consecrated by baptism, in which they are united with Christ.
They also recognize and accept other sacraments within their own Churches or
ecclesiastical communities. Many of them rejoice in the episcopate, celebrate the Holy
Eucharist and cultivate devotion toward the Virgin Mother of God.(16*) They also share with
us in prayer and other spiritual benefits. Likewise we can say that in some real way they are



joined with us in the Holy Spirit, for to them too He gives His gifts and graces whereby He is
operative among them with His sanctifying power. Some indeed He has strengthened to the
extent of the shedding of their blood. In all of Christ's disciples the Spirit arouses the desire
to be peacefully united, in the manner determined by Christ, as one flock under one
shepherd, and He prompts them to pursue this end. (17*) Mother Church never ceases to
pray, hope and work that this may come about. She exhorts her children to purification and
renewal so that the sign of Christ may shine more brightly over the face of the earth.

16. Finally, those who have not yet received the Gospel are related in various ways to the
people of God.(18%) In the first place we must recall the people to whom the testament and
the promises were given and from whom Christ was born according to the flesh.(125) On
account of their fathers this people remains most dear to God, for God does not repent of
the gifts He makes nor of the calls He issues.(126) But the plan of salvation also includes
those who acknowledge the Creator. In the first place amongst these there are the Muslims,
who, professing to hold the faith of Abraham, along with us adore the one and merciful God,
who on the last day will judge mankind. Nor is God far distant from those who in shadows
and images seek the unknown God, for it is He who gives to all men life and breath and all
things,(127) and as Saviour wills that all men be saved.(128) Those also can attain to
salvation who through no fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ or His Church,
yet sincerely seek God and moved by grace strive by their deeds to do His will as it is known
to them through the dictates of conscience.(19*) Nor does Divine Providence deny the helps
necessary for salvation to those who, without blame on their part, have not yet arrived at an
explicit knowledge of God and with His grace strive to live a good life. Whatever good or
truth is found amongst them is looked upon by the Church as a preparation for the Gospel.
(20*) She knows that it is given by Him who enlightens all men so that they may finally have
life. But often men, deceived by the Evil One, have become vain in their reasonings and have
exchanged the truth of God for a lie, serving the creature rather than the Creator.(129) Or
some there are who, living and dying in this world without God, are exposed to final despair.
Wherefore to promote the glory of God and procure the salvation of all of these, and
mindful of the command of the Lord, "Preach the Gospel to every creature",(130) the Church
fosters the missions with care and attention.

17. As the Son was sent by the Father,(131) so He too sent the Apostles, saying: "Go,
therefore, make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have
commanded you. And behold I am with you all days even to the consummation of the
world".(132) The Church has received this solemn mandate of Christ to proclaim the saving
truth from the apostles and must carry it out to the very ends of the earth.(133) Wherefore
she makes the words of the Apostle her own: "Woe to me, if Ido not preach the Gospel",(134)
and continues unceasingly to send heralds of the Gospel until such time as the infant
churches are fully established and can themselves continue the work of evangelizing. For
the Church is compelled by the Holy Spirit to do her part that God's plan may be fully
realized, whereby He has constituted Christ as the source of salvation for the whole world.



By the proclamation of the Gospel she prepares her hearers to receive and profess the faith.
She gives them the dispositions necessary for baptism, snatches them from the slavery of
error and of idols and incorporates them in Christ so that through charity they may grow up
into full maturity in Christ. Through her work, whatever good is in the minds and hearts of
men, whatever good lies latent in the religious practices and cultures of diverse peoples, is
not only saved from destruction but is also cleansed, raised up and perfected unto the glory
of God, the confusion of the devil and the happiness of man. The obligation of spreading the
faith is imposed on every disciple of Christ, according to his state.(21*) Although, however,
all the faithful can baptize, the priest alone can complete the building up of the Body in the
eucharistic sacrifice. Thus are fulfilled the words of God, spoken through His prophet: "From
the rising of the sun until the going down thereof my name is great among the gentiles, and
in every place a clean oblation is sacrificed and offered up in my name".(135)(22%*) In this way
the Church both prays and labors in order that the entire world may become the People of
God, the Body of the Lord and the Temple of the Holy Spirit, and that in Christ, the Head of
all, all honor and glory may be rendered to the Creator and Father of the Universe.

Section 9 — A people gathered through the New Covenant

The chapter presents God’s people through Israel’s preparation and the New
Covenant established by Christ. Its account distinguishes this people from
humanity as a whole.

The biblical foundation is important. St. Peter addresses Christians as a chosen
generation and a royal priesthood (I Peter 2:9-10). These titles describe people
called out of darkness through God’s mercy. They cannot be reduced to a general
celebration of human togetherness.

Jeremiah’s promise of a new covenant points toward an interior transformation:
God’s law written upon the heart (Jeremiah 31:31-34). Hebrews 8 connects that
promise with Christ’s superior covenant and priestly ministry.

The concern arises when “people” is heard primarily in a political or sociological
sense. The Church does not receive her constitution from the collective will of her
members. Christ establishes her, gives her gifts, and calls her members to
obedience.



We should therefore ask how the expression is being used. Does it help us
understand a people sanctified through Christ, or does it encourage us to imagine a
religious association that may redefine its faith?

Section 10 - The priesthood of the faithful and the ordained priesthood

The Council distinguishes these priesthoods essentially, while relating both to
Christ. That distinction must govern our interpretation.

I Peter 2:5 speaks of spiritual sacrifices offered through Jesus Christ. Romans 12:1
calls Christians to offer their bodies as a living sacrifice. Prayer, repentance, charity,
and the faithful fulfillment of duties belong to this offering.

These passages do not give every baptized person the power to consecrate the
Eucharist or absolve sins.

The Council of Trent explicitly rejects the claim that all Christians possess the same
priestly power. Holy Orders cannot be explained as a delegation from the
congregation. A community cannot manufacture sacramental authority by
choosing someone to preside.

The practical danger is a presentation of participation that obscures the priest’s
unique sacramental action. We should encourage the faithful to unite themselves
to Christ’s sacrifice while teaching clearly what ordination confers.

Section 11 - Sacramental life and the Christian household

The section considers the sacraments and the Christian family in relation to
holiness.

Our response should begin with gratitude for the means Christ has provided.
Baptism, Confirmation, the Eucharist, Penance, Anointing, Holy Orders, and
Matrimony are not interchangeable expressions of religious feeling. Each has its
own nature and purpose.



Sacramental teaching also requires attention to the recipient’s disposition. We
should never suggest that receiving outwardly guarantees fruitful reception
regardless of faith, repentance, or intention. St. Paul’'s warning concerning
unworthy Communion remains necessary (I Corinthians 11:27-29).

The Christian household has a serious responsibility. Parents should teach children
to pray, explain the commandments, bring them to Mass, and prepare them for
sacramental life. Religious instruction cannot be left entirely to others.

The universal call to holiness should also be understood precisely. Every Christian
must seek perfection in charity. This does not erase the distinctions between
marriage, ordained ministry, and consecrated life, or the traditional teaching
concerning the evangelical counsels.

Section 12 - The faithful’s discernment and the testing of gifts

The Council’s account concerns universal agreement in faith under the teaching
authority’s guidance, together with discernment of charisms.

This requires careful explanation. The sensus fidei is not established by a survey. A
widespread preference among Catholics does not become revealed truth through
repetition.

The International Theological Commission’s 2014 study explicitly distinguishes the
faithful’s sense of faith from public or majority opinion. Its theological analysis is a
useful companion here, although it does not possess the authority of a conciliar
definition.

The same care applies to spiritual gifts. A claimed revelation, striking experience,
or successful ministry must be tested. Scripture commands this discernment (I
John 4:1; I Thessalonians 5:19-21).



We should neither dismiss every unusual gift nor surrender judgment to
enthusiasm. No claimed inspiration can authorize contradiction of the apostolic
faith.

Section 13 - Catholic universality and legitimate differences
The section treats universality, diversity, and unity with Peter’s successor.

Catholicity means that the faith is intended for every nation. Christianity does not
require everyone to adopt one people’s language or every feature of its culture.

Nevertheless, cultural acceptance requires judgment. A custom may be worthy of
preservation, capable of purification, or incompatible with Christian worship. We
cannot decide which merely by calling it ancient, indigenous, or meaningful.

Acts 15 shows the Apostles distinguishing obligations that belong to the Gospel
from practices that need not be imposed upon Gentile converts. This was an
exercise of apostolic authority in service of the truth.

We must also distinguish a universal invitation from an accomplished
incorporation. Being called to enter the Church does not mean that every person
already possesses every bond of Catholic communion.

Section 14 - Catholic membership and perseverance in charity

Here the Council affirms the Church’s necessity and warns Catholics that
membership without persevering charity does not save.

This is a necessary correction to complacency. Catholic identity brings real gifts and
obligations. It does not give us permission to neglect repentance or presume upon
salvation.

At the same time, the loss of sanctifying grace must not be confused with the
automatic loss of every bond of Church membership. A Catholic who commits



mortal sin needs reconciliation; he has not thereby necessarily ceased to be
Catholic.

The distinction matters when considering the expression “fully incorporated.”
Visible membership, the possession of sanctifying grace, and final perseverance
are related realities, but they are not identical.

We should examine our conscience accordingly. Do we profess the faith while
refusing to live it? Do we receive instruction while resisting correction? Our
privileges increase our responsibility.

Section 15 - Christians separated from full Catholic unity

This section recognizes Christian bonds beyond full Catholic communion.

The traditional recognition of valid Baptism outside visible Catholic unity provides
an essential starting point. Baptism is Christ’s sacrament; its validity does not
depend upon the minister’s possessing the fullness of Catholic faith.

But recognition of a genuine sacrament cannot make contradictory doctrines
equally true.

We must also avoid treating every separated community as sacramentally
identical. Apostolic succession and a valid Eucharist are substantial realities. Their
presence or absence matters.

Dominus Iesus distinguishes separated Eastern Churches possessing these gifts
from communities lacking a valid episcopate and the integral Eucharistic mystery.
This prevents an account in which all Christian bodies become interchangeable
denominations.

Christian charity should move us toward the unity Christ wills. It should also make
us careful about the difference between someone’s inherited circumstances and a
deliberate rejection of known truth.



Section 16 - Non-Christians, divine grace, and salvation

This section discusses non-Christians, inculpable ignorance, and grace. It also
warns about religious error and the need for evangelization.

This is the chapter’s most sensitive passage.

Romans 9-11 requires reverence for Israel’s place in salvation history. The same
apostolic witness proclaims Jesus Christ and desires Israel’s salvation through Him.
However, respect for the Jewish people cannot become a theory that makes Christ
unnecessary for them.

The discussion of Muslims requires another distinction. A person may intend to
worship the one Creator while holding serious errors about Him. That intention
does not make Islamic teaching about God equivalent to the Christian confession of
the Trinity.

Christian faith includes the eternal Sonship of Our Lord, His Incarnation, His
saving death and Resurrection. These truths cannot be treated as optional details.

The question of ignorance requires equal precision. Pius IX had already
acknowledged that people invincibly ignorant of the Catholic religion may attain
eternal life through divine light and grace. He also maintained the necessity of
Catholic unity.

Ignorance does not sanctify. Sincerity does not replace grace. Conscience does not
create revelation.

The difficult question is how God brings a person without explicit knowledge of the
Gospel to the supernatural response necessary for salvation. We should
acknowledge the mystery without replacing it with a theory that natural goodness
earns heaven.



Section 17 - The duty to proclaim Christ

The chapter concludes with missionary proclamation, Baptism, and incorporation
into Christ.

Our Lord’s command remains the measure: make disciples, baptize, and teach
what He commanded (Matthew 28:19-20).

We should therefore examine any explanation of the preceding section that leaves
no compelling reason to evangelize. If our conclusion is that people should simply
remain in whatever religion they inherited, something has gone wrong in our
reasoning.

Human friendship and cooperation can prepare an opportunity for witness. They
cannot fulfill the whole missionary commission.

The missionary offers a gift received from Christ. He should speak with humility
because he did not invent the truth or merit the grace he possesses. He should
speak with conviction because the Gospel concerns eternal life.

II. SCRIPTURE

Scripture gives us the language of a holy people while keeping that people’s life
centered upon Christ.

“But you are a chosen generation, a kingly priesthood, a holy nation, a purchased
people” (I Peter 2:9).

St. Peter joins this dignity to a purpose: declaring the works of God who calls us out
of darkness. Christian belonging requires a response. We cannot claim the

privileges of discipleship while rejecting its obligations.

St. Paul describes our offering:



“Present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, pleasing unto God, your reasonable
service” (Romans 12:1).

This sacrifice reaches into ordinary life. We offer God our labor, suffering,
obedience, prayer, and works of mercy. Such an offering depends upon Christ and
does not replace the ordained ministry He established.

Our Lord entrusted the forgiveness of sins to His Apostles: “Whose sins you shall
forgive, they are forgiven them” (John 20:23). The existence of a common Christian
vocation cannot erase this particular commission.

Scripture also binds us to the faith already received. St. Jude urges believers to
contend for the faith once delivered to the saints (Jude 3). Neither a majority
opinion nor a private spiritual experience may overturn that inheritance.

The discussion of salvation requires us to hold several biblical truths together.

God “will have all men to be saved, and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (I
Timothy 2:4).

This universal saving will does not establish universal salvation. The same passage
identifies the one Mediator, Jesus Christ (I Timothy 2:5-6).

Hebrews teaches that without faith it is impossible to please God (Hebrews 11:6).
Our Lord teaches the necessity of rebirth through water and the Holy Ghost (John
3:5).

These passages prevent us from explaining salvation as the reward for being
sincere or respectable. Whatever God accomplishes beyond our sight must remain

His supernatural work through Christ.

Finally, the Church receives a command rather than a suggestion:



“Going therefore, teach ye all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew 28:19).

We should read every discussion of those who have not received the Gospel in light
of the Savior’s command to bring it to them.

III. REMEMBER - WHAT CAME BEFORE?

The distinction between the faithful’'s offering and the ordained priest’s
sacramental power predates Vatican II.

The Council of Trent, Session XXIII, Chapter IV, rejects the claim that all Christians
indiscriminately possess equal priestly authority. Its teaching protects a hierarchy
instituted by God, rather than created by congregational appointment.

Pius XII develops the distinction in Mediator Dei (1947), especially Sections 83-87.
He rejects the theory that the priest receives his sacrificial power from the people.
He also affirms that the faithful truly offer the divine Victim in a manner
appropriate to them. Their participation and the priest’s sacramental ministry
must be explained together.

Earlier teaching also distinguishes visible membership from other relationships to
the Church.

In Mystici Corporis Christi (1943), Pius XII sets out the visible requirements of
membership. Later, in Section 103, he acknowledges a relationship to the Mystical
Body through an unconscious desire and longing, while urging those outside
visible membership toward Catholic unity and its spiritual helps. These are distinct
relationships, not interchangeable descriptions.

Pius IX’s Quanto Conficiamur Moerore (1863) is equally important. His
acknowledgment of divine grace reaching the invincibly ignorant accompanies a
rejection of religious indifferentism. We must preserve both parts of his teaching.



The Council of Trent also provides essential boundaries concerning justification.

Session VI, Chapter IV, speaks of the necessity of Baptism or its desire. Chapter VIII
identifies faith as the beginning, foundation, and root of justification. The same
chapter denies that the acts preceding justification merit the grace of justification.
Natural moral effort cannot place God under an obligation to grant supernatural
life.

These teachings establish the questions we must bring to Chapter II. Does a
proposed explanation preserve sacramental authority? Does it distinguish
membership from orientation toward the Church? Does it preserve supernatural
faith and grace? Does it still call people to conversion?

IV. BENEDICT XVI

Benedict XVI’s address to the Roman Curia on December 22, 2005, remains
relevant. His account of reform in continuity requires the Church to preserve her
identity while addressing new circumstances.

We should apply that principle through actual comparison. Where an expression
appears broader than an earlier formulation, we must determine what it affirms,
what it leaves unexplained, and whether its proposed interpretation preserves the
earlier doctrine.

A further guide is Dominus Iesus (2000). This declaration predates Benedict’s
pontificate: it was issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith under
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger and approved by John Paul II.

Sections 20-22 affirm the necessity of the Church and explain that grace received by
non-Christians comes from Christ and bears a relationship to His Church. They
exclude treating other religions as paths of salvation equivalent or complementary
to the Church.



This supplies an important boundary for our reading. We may acknowledge God’s
action in someone’s life without endorsing every belief or religious practice found
there.

The distinction also protects missionary work. Respect for a person must
accompany the desire that he receive the fullness of truth and the means of
salvation.

Benedict’s principle does not require us to pretend that difficult language is
immediately clear. It requires us to seek an interpretation faithful to the Church’s
received doctrine and to identify honestly where further explanation is necessary.

V. PILLARS COMMENTARY
Chapter II calls for careful judgment. Some concerns involve errors that can be
attached to its language. Others concern whether particular expressions state the

necessary distinctions clearly enough.

We should identify the concern, compare the relevant teachings, and explain what
conclusion the evidence supports.

The concern that the People of God becomes a democratic Church

The title can be misused to suggest that the Church’s authority comes from the
collective will of believers.

That would conflict with the divine institution of apostolic authority. The Church
receives her faith; she cannot vote a revealed truth into or out of existence.

However, the biblical expression itself does not establish this error. It becomes
misleading when detached from Christ’s headship, sacramental incorporation, and
the hierarchy He established.



Our judgment should therefore be precise: the expression is scriptural; however, a
democratic reconstruction of the Church would require a separate argument and
cannot be justified by the word “people.”

The concern that the distinction between priest and layman is weakened

This concern has real doctrinal importance. If the priest is presented as someone
who merely performs a function belonging equally to everyone, Holy Orders has
been misrepresented.

The comparison with Trent and Mediator Dei supplies a clear test. Participation by
the faithful must preserve the sacramental power proper to the ordained priest. An

explanation that fails this test departs from earlier teaching.

It would also be inaccurate to suggest that the faithful’s spiritual offering was
invented by Vatican II. The earlier sources expressly recognize it.

The task is to teach both realities with sufficient clarity.

The concern that the faithful’s sense of faith becomes majority rule

An appeal to what Catholics currently believe can conceal a change of meaning.

The relevant question is whether the belief expresses fidelity to revelation.
Popularity cannot supply that fidelity.

A Catholic may sincerely hold an error. Many Catholics may hold the same error.
Neither circumstance changes its doctrinal character.

The faithful should be heard with respect, and genuine difficulties deserve
answers. Listening becomes unfaithful when it is used to place revealed doctrine at

the disposal of opinion.

The concern that membership becomes indistinct



The language of relationship, incorporation, and communion can be difficult to
follow unless teachers distinguish its meanings.

Consider three questions: Has this person received valid Baptism? Does he profess
the Catholic faith and remain within Catholic communion? Does he possess
sanctifying grace?

These questions are related, but an affirmative answer to one does not settle the
others.

The concern is therefore substantial when a presentation treats all religious
relationships as varying degrees of the same complete membership. Such an
explanation obscures both the visible Church and the need for conversion.

The concern about Jews, Muslims, and the uniqueness of Christian faith

Religious disagreements concern truths about God and salvation. They cannot be
dismissed as different ways of expressing an identical faith.

Christianity confesses Jesus Christ as true God and true man. It proclaims His Cross
and Resurrection. Any account of interreligious relations must preserve the
decisive importance of these truths.

For Judaism, the theological question includes the relationship between God’s
fidelity to His promises and their fulfillment in Christ. A separate saving order that
makes the Savior unnecessary would fail to preserve His universal mediation.

For Islam, the question includes the distinction between intending to worship the
one Creator and possessing a true understanding of His revealed identity. Errors
about the Trinity and the Incarnation remain errors, even where an intention to
worship the Creator is acknowledged.



The pastoral weakness appears when teachers stress common ground while
leaving these disagreements unexplained. People can then conclude that
conversion changes little of importance.

The concern that conscience replaces supernatural faith

This is among the most serious questions raised by the discussion of people without
explicit knowledge of God.

An account in which upright conduct alone obtains salvation would conflict with
the necessity of supernatural grace and faith taught by Scripture and Trent.

Conscience judges the moral character of actions. It is not a substitute Redeemer.
Following it sincerely does not make every judgment correct or every religious
belief true.

We must therefore distinguish freedom from blame for a particular ignorance
from the positive gift of sanctification. The absence of culpability for not knowing
something does not, by itself, explain how a person receives supernatural life.

The passage leaves questions about the manner of God’s action that require further
theological explanation. It should not be expanded into a claim that a person
reaches heaven through natural morality while remaining wholly untouched by
supernatural faith and grace.

That unresolved explanation is a legitimate subject of examination. It is more
precise to identify it than to claim that every possible interpretation has already
been settled by the wording alone.

The concern that missionary work becomes unnecessary
A presentation of salvation that removes the urgency of evangelization has serious

consequences. Why preach, baptize, or invite someone into the Church if his
existing religious situation is presented as sufficient?



The question exposes the weakness of religious indifferentism.

Hope in God’s mercy should increase our desire to cooperate with His saving work.
It should not become a reason to withhold the Gospel.

Nor should we argue that ignorance is safer than knowledge, as though the truth
were chiefly a danger. Christ’s revelation and sacraments are gifts.

Our conclusion must preserve the responsibility to bear witness, the freedom of
those who hear, and the necessity of grace for every conversion.

Distinguishing a problem of expression from a contradiction

A contradiction must be demonstrated by comparing propositions that affirm and
deny the same truth in the same respect.

Ambiguity involves language admitting different readings. An omission leaves
something necessary unexplained. A change of emphasis can make an older
doctrine less apparent without formally denying it.

These distinctions do not make unclear teaching harmless. They help us state the
criticism accurately.

For this chapter, the strongest concerns involve explanations that blur
membership, minimize doctrinal differences, or suggest salvation through
sincerity and natural goodness. Such explanations must be corrected wherever
they occur. Our criticism should identify whether they follow necessarily from the
Council’s words or arise from an interpretation imposed upon them.

VI. REFLECT

As we finish today’s reading, ask yourself:



e CanlI explain the difference between God’s grace reaching someone outside
visible Catholic unity and that person’s religion being an independent means
of salvation?

e Do lregard faith, the sacraments, and membership in the Church as gifts that
call me to conversion and to share the Gospel?

VII. DEEPER THOUGHTS TO CONCLUDE THIS DAY

To belong to God’s people is to receive a calling that reaches into our beliefs,
worship, conduct, and responsibilities toward others.

We should be grateful for the faith without becoming proud of ourselves. We
should trust God’s mercy without presuming to know the final state of particular
souls.

When we encounter someone outside Catholic unity, we encounter a person whom
God loves and whom Christ calls. That should move us to prayer, patience, truthful
conversation, and a willingness to bear witness.

When we encounter difficult language in a Church document, we should read
carefully and compare it with what the Church has already taught. Serious
examination requires both courage and restraint: courage to identify a real
difficulty, and restraint about claiming more than the evidence establishes.

Today, pray for priests and missionaries. Pray for Christians separated from
Catholic unity. Pray for the Jewish people, for Muslims, and for all who have not
received the Gospel. Ask Our Lord to grant every person the light and grace needed
to respond to Him.

Then examine your own response. The gifts we have received should bear fruit in
repentance, charity, reverent worship, and fidelity.

TO RECEIVE THE GIFTS OF CHRIST IS TO ACCEPT THE RESPONSIBILITY TO
LIVE AND SHARE HIS TRUTH.



