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DECREE ON THE APOSTOLATE OF THE LAITY
APOSTOLICAM ACTUOSITATEM 

SOLEMNLY PROMULGATED BY HIS HOLINESS,
POPE PAUL VI

ON NOVEMBER 18, 1965

INTRODUCTION
1. To intensify the apostolic activity of the people of God,(1) the most holy synod earnestly 
addresses itself to the laity, whose proper and indispensable role in the mission of the Church has 
already been dealt with in other documents.(2) The apostolate of the laity derives from their 
Christian vocation and the Church can never be without it. Sacred Scripture clearly shows how 
spontaneous and fruitful such activity was at the very beginning of the Church (cf. Acts 11:19-21; 
18:26; Rom. 16:1-16; Phil. 4:3).

Our own times require of the laity no less zeal: in fact, modern conditions demand that their 
apostolate be broadened and intensified. With a constantly increasing population, continual progress 
in science and technology, and closer interpersonal relationships, the areas for the lay apostolate 
have been immensely widened particularly in fields that have been for the most part open to the 
laity alone. These factors have also occasioned new problems which demand their expert attention 
and study. This apostolate becomes more imperative in view of the fact that many areas of human 
life have become increasingly autonomous. This is as it should be, but it sometimes involves a 
degree of departure from the ethical and religious order and a serious danger to Christian life. 
Besides, in many places where priests are very few or, in some instances, deprived of due freedom 
for priestly work, the Church could scarcely exist and function without the activity of the laity.

An indication of this manifold and pressing need is the unmistakable work being done today by the 
Holy Spirit in making the laity ever more conscious of their own responsibility and encouraging 
them to serve Christ and the Church in all circumstances.(3)

In this decree the Council seeks to describe the nature, character, and diversity of the lay apostolate, 
to state its basic principles, and to give pastoral directives for its more effective exercise. All these 
should be regarded as norms when the canon law, as it pertains to the lay apostolate, is revised. 

CHAPTER I 

THE VOCATION OF THE LAITY TO THE APOSTOLATE 

2. The Church was founded for the purpose of spreading the kingdom of Christ throughout the earth 
for the glory of God the Father, to enable all men to share in His saving redemption,(1) and that 
through them the whole world might enter into a relationship with Christ. All activity of the 
Mystical Body directed to the attainment of this goal is called the apostolate, which the Church 
carries on in various ways through all her members. For the Christian vocation by its very nature is 
also a vocation to the apostolate. No part of the structure of a living body is merely passive but has 
a share in the functions as well as life of the body: so, too, in the body of Christ, which is the 
Church, "the whole body . . . in keeping with the proper activity of each part, derives its increase 
from its own internal development" (Eph. 4:16).

Indeed, the organic union in this body and the structure of the members are so compact that the 
member who fails to make his proper contribution to the development of the Church must be said to 
be useful neither to the Church nor to himself.

In the Church there is a diversity of ministry but a oneness of mission. Christ conferred on the 
Apostles and their successors the duty of teaching, sanctifying, and ruling in His name and power. 
But the laity likewise share in the priestly, prophetic, and royal office of Christ and therefore have 
their own share in the mission of the whole people of God in the Church and in the world.(2)



They exercise the apostolate in fact by their activity directed to the evangelization and sanctification 
of men and to the penetrating and perfecting of the temporal order through the spirit of the Gospel. 
In this way, their temporal activity openly bears witness to Christ and promotes the salvation of 
men. Since the laity, in accordance with their state of life, live in the midst of the world and its 
concerns, they are called by God to exercise their apostolate in the world like leaven, with the ardor 
of the spirit of Christ.

3. The laity derive the right and duty to the apostolate from their union with Christ the head; 
incorporated into Christ's Mystical Body through Baptism and strengthened by the power of the 
Holy Spirit through Confirmation, they are assigned to the apostolate by the Lord Himself. They are 
consecrated for the royal priesthood and the holy people (cf. 1 Peter 2:4-10) not only that they may 
offer spiritual sacrifices in everything they do but also that they may witness to Christ throughout 
the world. The sacraments, however, especially the most holy Eucharist, communicate and nourish 
that charity which is the soul of the entire apostolate.(3)

One engages in the apostolate through the faith, hope, and charity which the Holy Spirit diffuses in 
the hearts of all members of the Church. Indeed, by the precept of charity, which is the Lord's 
greatest commandment, all the faithful are impelled to promote the glory of God through the 
coming of His kingdom and to obtain eternal life for all men-that they may know the only true God 
and Him whom He sent, Jesus Christ (cf. John 17:3). On all Christians therefore is laid the 
preeminent responsibility of working to make the divine message of salvation known and accepted 
by all men throughout the world.

For the exercise of this apostolate, the Holy Spirit Who sanctifies the people of God through 
ministry and the sacraments gives the faithful special gifts also (cf. 1 Cor. 12:7), "allotting them to 
everyone according as He wills" (1 Cor. 12:11) in order that individuals, administering grace to 
others just as they have received it, may also be "good stewards of the manifold grace of God" (1 
Peter 4:10), to build up the whole body in charity (cf. Eph. 4:16). From the acceptance of these 
charisms, including those which are more elementary, there arise for each believer the right and 
duty to use them in the Church and in the world for the good of men and the building up of the 
Church, in the freedom of the Holy Spirit who "breathes where He wills" (John 3:8). This should be 
done by the laity in communion with their brothers in Christ, especially with their pastors who must 
make a judgment about the true nature and proper use of these gifts not to extinguish the Spirit but 
to test all things and hold for what is good (cf. 1 Thess. 5:12,19,21).(4)

4. Since Christ, sent by the Father, is the source and origin of the whole apostolate of the Church, 
the success of the lay apostolate depends upon the laity's living union with Christ, in keeping with 
the Lord's words, "He who abides in me, and I in him, bears much fruit, for without me you can do 
nothing" (John 15:5). This life of intimate union with Christ in the Church is nourished by spiritual 
aids which are common to all the faithful, especially active participation in the sacred liturgy.(5) 
These are to be used by the laity in such a way that while correctly fulfilling their secular duties in 
the ordinary conditions of life, they do not separate union with Christ from their life but rather 
performing their work according to God's will they grow in that union. In this way the laity must 
make progress in holiness in a happy and ready spirit, trying prudently and patiently to overcome 
difficulties.(6) Neither family concerns nor other secular affairs should be irrelevant to their 
spiritual life, in keeping with the words of the Apostle, "What-ever you do in word or work, do all 
in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, giving thanks to God the Father through Him" (Col. 3:17).

Such a life requires a continual exercise of faith, hope, and charity. Only by the light of faith and by 
meditation on the word of God can one always and everywhere recognize God in Whom "we live, 
and move, and have our being" ( Acts 17:28), seek His will in every event, see Christ in everyone 
whether he be a relative or a stranger, and make correct judgments about the true meaning and value 
of temporal things both in themselves and in their relation to man's final goal.

They who have this faith live in the hope of the revelation of the sons of God and keep in mind the 
cross and resurrection of the Lord. In the pilgrimage of this life, hidden with Christ in God and free 



from enslavement to wealth, they aspire to those riches which remain forever and generously 
dedicate themselves wholly to the advancement of the kingdom of God and to the reform and 
improvement of the temporal order in a Christian spirit. Among the trials of this life they find 
strength in hope, convinced that "the sufferings of the present time are not worthy to be compared 
with the glory to come that will be revealed in us" (Rom. 8:18). 

Impelled by divine charity, they do good to all men, especially to those of the household of the faith 
(cf. Gal. 6:10), laying aside "all malice and all deceit and pretense, and envy, and all slander" (1 
Peter 2:1), and thereby they draw men to Christ. This charity of God, "which is poured forth in our 
hearts by the Holy Spirit who has been given to us" (Rom. 5:5), enables the laity really to express 
the spirit of the beatitudes in their lives. Following Jesus in His poverty, they are neither depressed 
by the lack of temporal goods nor inflated by their abundance; imitating Christ in His humility, they 
have no obsession for empty honors (cf. Gal. 5:26) but seek to please God rather than men, ever 
ready to leave all things for Christ's sake (cf. Luke 14:26) and to suffer persecution for justice sake 
(cf. Matt. 5:10), as they remember the words of the Lord, "If anyone wishes to come after me, let 
him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me" (Matt. 16:24) . Promoting Christian 
friendship among themselves, they help one another in every need whatsoever.

This plan for the spiritual life of the laity should take its particular character from their married or 
family state or their single or widowed state, from their state of health, and from their professional 
and social activity. They should not cease to develop earnestly the qualities and talents bestowed on 
them in accord with these conditions of life, and they should make use of the gifts which they have 
received from the Holy Spirit.

Furthermore, the laity who have followed their vocation and have become members of one of the 
associations or institutes approved by the Church try faithfully to adopt the special characteristics of 
the spiritual life which are proper to them as well. They should also hold in high esteem 
professional skill, family and civic spirit, and the virtues relating to social customs, namely, 
honesty, justice, sincerity, kindness, and courage, without which no true Christian life can exist. 

The perfect example of this type of spiritual and apostolic life is the most Blessed Virgin Mary, 
Queen of Apostles, who while leading the life common to all here on earth, one filled with family 
concerns and labors, was always intimately united with her Son and in an entirely unique way 
cooperated in the work of the Savior. Having now been assumed into heaven, with her maternal 
charity she cares for these brothers of her Son who are still on their earthly pilgrimage and remain 
involved in dangers and difficulties until they are led into the happy fatherland.(7) All should 
devoutly venerate her and commend their life and apostolate to her maternal care. 

CHAPTER II 

OBJECTIVES 

5. Christ's redemptive work, while essentially concerned with the salvation of men, includes also 
the renewal of the whole temporal order. Hence the mission of the Church is not only to bring the 
message and grace of Christ to men but also to penetrate and perfect the temporal order with the 
spirit of the Gospel. In fulfilling this mission of the Church, the Christian laity exercise their 
apostolate both in the Church and in the world, in both the spiritual and the temporal orders. These 
orders, although distinct, are so connected in the singular plan of God that He Himself intends to 
raise up the whole world again in Christ and to make it a new creation, initially on earth and 
completely on the last day. In both orders the layman, being simultaneously a believer and a citizen, 
should be continuously led by the same Christian conscience. 

6. The mission of the Church pertains to the salvation of men, which is to be achieved by belief in 
Christ and by His grace. The apostolate of the Church and of all its members is primarily designed 
to manifest Christ's message by words and deeds and to communicate His grace to the world. This 
is done mainly through the ministry of the Word and the sacraments, entrusted in a special way to 
the clergy, wherein the laity also have their very important roles to fulfill if they are to be "fellow 



workers for the truth" (3 John 8). It is especially on this level that the apostolate of the laity and the 
pastoral ministry are mutually complementary.

There are innumerable opportunities open to the laity for the exercise of their apostolate of 
evangelization and sanctification. The very testimony of their Christian life and good works done in 
a supernatural spirit have the power to draw men to belief and to God; for the Lord says, "Even so 
let your light shine before men in order that they may see your good works and give glory to your 
Father who is in heaven" (Matt. 5:16).

However, an apostolate of this kind does not consist only in the witness of one's way of life; a true 
apostle looks for opportunities to announce Christ by words addressed either to non-believers with a 
view to leading them to faith, or to the faithful with a view to instructing, strengthening, and 
encouraging them to a more fervent life. "For the charity of Christ impels us" (2 Cor. 5:14). The 
words of the Apostle should echo in all hearts, "Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel" (1 Cor. 
9:16).(1)

Since, in our own times, new problems are arising and very serious errors are circulating which tend 
to undermine the foundations of religion, the moral order, and human society itself, this sacred 
synod earnestly exhorts laymen-each according to his own gifts of intelligence and learning-to be 
more diligent in doing what they can to explain, defend, and properly apply Christian principles to 
the problems of our era in accordance with the mind of the Church.

7. God's plan for the world is that men should work together to renew and constantly perfect the 
temporal order.

All those things which make up the temporal order, namely, the good things of life and the 
prosperity of the family, culture, economic matters, the arts and professions, the laws of the political 
community, international relations, and other matters of this kind, as well as their development and 
progress, not only aid in the attainment of man's ultimate goal but also possess their own intrinsic 
value. This value has been established in them by God, whether they are considered in themselves 
or as parts of the whole temporal order. "God saw that all He had made was very good" (Gen. 1:31). 
This natural goodness of theirs takes on a special dignity as a result of their relation to the human 
person, for whose service they were created. It has pleased God to unite all things, both natural and 
supernatural, in Christ Jesus "so that in all things He may have the first place" (Col. 1:18). This 
destination, however, not only does not deprive the temporal order of its independence, its proper 
goals, laws, supports, and significance for human welfare but rather perfects the temporal order in 
its own intrinsic strength and worth and puts it on a level with man's whole vocation upon earth.

In the course of history, the use of temporal things has been marred by serious vices. Affected by 
original sin, men have frequently fallen into many errors concerning the true God, the nature of 
man, and the principles of the moral law. This has led to the corruption of morals and human 
institutions and not rarely to contempt for the human person himself. In our own time, moreover, 
those who have trusted excessively in the progress of the natural sciences and the technical arts 
have fallen into an idolatry of temporal things and have become their slaves rather than their 
masters.

The whole Church must work vigorously in order that men may become capable of rectifying the 
distortion of the temporal order and directing it to God through Christ. Pastors must clearly state the 
principles concerning the purpose of creation and the use of temporal things and must offer the 
moral and spiritual aids by which the temporal order may be renewed in Christ.

The laity must take up the renewal of the temporal order as their own special obligation. Led by the 
light of the Gospel and the mind of the Church and motivated by Christian charity, they must act 
directly and in a definite way in the temporal sphere. As citizens they must cooperate with other 
citizens with their own particular skill and on their own responsibility. Everywhere and in all things 
they must seek the justice of God's kingdom. The temporal order must be renewed in such a way 
that, without detriment to its own proper laws, it may be brought into conformity with the higher 



principles of the Christian life and adapted to the shifting circumstances of time, place, and peoples. 
Preeminent among the works of this type of apostolate is that of Christian social action which the 
sacred synod desires to see extended to the whole temporal sphere, including culture.(2)

8. While every exercise of the apostolate should be motivated by charity, some works by their very 
nature can become specially vivid expressions of this charity. Christ the Lord wanted these works to 
be signs of His messianic mission (cf. Matt. 11:4-5).

The greatest commandment in the law is to love God with one's whole heart and one's neighbor as 
oneself (cf. Matt. 22:37-40). Christ made this commandment of love of neighbor His own and 
enriched it with a new meaning. For He wanted to equate Himself with His brethren as the object of 
this love when He said, "As long as you did it for one of these, the least of My brethren, you did it 
for Me" (Matt. 25:40). Assuming human nature, He bound the whole human race to Himself as a 
family through a certain supernatural solidarity and established charity as the mark of His disciples, 
saying, "By this will all men know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another" 
(John 13:35).

ln her very early days, the holy Church added the agape to the eucharistic supper and thus showed 
itself to be wholly united around Christ by the bond of charity. So, too, in every era it is recognized 
by this sign of love, and while it rejoices in the undertakings of others, it claims works of charity as 
its own inalienable duty and right. For this reason, pity for the needy and the sick and works of 
charity and mutual aid intended to relieve human needs of every kind are held in highest honor by 
the Church.(3)

At the present time, with the development of more rapid facilities for communication, with the 
barrier of distance separating men greatly reduced, with the inhabitants of the entire globe 
becoming one great family, these charitable activities and works have become more urgent and 
universal. These charitable enterprises can and should reach out to all persons and all needs. 
Wherever there are people in need of food and drink, clothing, housing, medicine, employment, 
education; wherever men lack the facilities necessary for living a truly human life or are afflicted 
with serious distress or illness or suffer exile or imprisonment, there Christian charity should seek 
them out and find them, console them with great solicitude, and help them with appropriate relief. 
This obligation is imposed above all upon every prosperous nation and person.(4)

In order that the exercise of charity on this scale may be unexceptionable in appearance as well as in 
fact, it is altogether necessary that one should consider in one's neighbor the image of God in which 
he has been created, and also Christ the Lord to Whom is really offered whatever is given to a 
needy person. It is imperative also that the freedom and dignity of the person being helped be 
respected with the utmost consideration, that the purity of one's charitable intentions be not stained 
by seeking one's own advantage or by striving for domination,(5) and especially that the demands 
of justice be satisfied lest the giving of what is due in justice be represented as the offering of a 
charitable gift. Not only the effects but also the causes of these ills must be removed and the help be 
given in such a way that the recipients may gradually be freed from dependence on outsiders and 
become self-sufficient.

Therefore, the laity should hold in high esteem and, according to their ability, aid the works of 
charity and projects for social assistance, whether public or private, including international 
programs whereby effective help is given to needy individuals and peoples. In so doing, they should 
cooperate with all men of good will.(6) 

CHAPTER III 

THE VARIOUS FIELDS OF THE APOSTOLATE 

9. The laity carry out their manifold apostolate both in the Church and in the world. In both areas 
there are various opportunities for apostolic activity. We wish to list here the more important fields 
of action, namely, church communities, the family, youth, the social milieu, and national and 



international levels. Since in our times women have an ever more active shale in the whole life of 
society, it is very important that they participate more widely also in the various fields of the 
Church's apostolate.

10. As sharers in the role of Christ as priest, prophet, and king, the laity have their work cut out for 
them in the life and activity of the Church. Their activity is so necessary within the Church 
communities that without it the apostolate of the pastors is often unable to achieve its full 
effectiveness. In the manner of the men and women who helped Paul in spreading the Gospel (cf. 
Acts 18:18, 26; Rom. 16:3) the laity with the right apostolic attitude supply what is lacking to their 
brethren and refresh the spirit of pastors and of the rest of the faithful (cf. 1 Cor. 16:17-18). 
Strengthened by active participation in the liturgical life of their community, they are eager to do 
their share of the apostolic works of that community. They bring to the Church people who perhaps 
are far removed from it, earnestly cooperate in presenting the word of God especially by means of 
catechetical instruction, and offer their special skills to make the care of souls and the 
administration of the temporalities of the Church more efficient and effective.

The parish offers an obvious example of the apostolate on the community level inasmuch as it 
brings together the many human differences within its boundaries and merges them into the 
universality of the Church.(1) The laity should accustom themselves to working in the parish in 
union with their priests,(2) bringing to the Church community their own and the world's problems 
as well as questions concerning human salvation, all of which they should examine and resolve by 
deliberating in common. As far as possible the laity ought to provide helpful collaboration for every 
apostolic and missionary undertaking sponsored by their local parish.

They should develop an ever-increasing appreciation of their own diocese, of which the parish is a 
kind of cell, ever ready at their pastor's invitation to participate in diocesan projects. Indeed, to 
fulfill the needs of cities and rural areas,(3) they should not limit their cooperation to the parochial 
or diocesan boundaries but strive to extend it to interparochial, interdiocesan, national, and 
international fields. This is constantly becoming all the more necessary because the daily increase in 
mobility of populations, reciprocal relationships, and means of communication no longer allow any 
sector of society to remain closed in upon itself. Thus they should be concerned about the needs of 
the people of God dispersed throughout the world. They should especially make missionary activity 
their own by giving material or even personal assistance. It is a duty and honor for Christians to 
return to God a part of the good things that they receive from Him.

11. Since the Creator of all things has established conjugal society as the beginning and basis of 
human society and, by His grace, has made it a great mystery in Christ and the Church (cf. Eph. 
5:32), the apostolate of married persons and families is of unique importance for the Church and 
civil society. 

Christian husbands and wives are cooperators in grace and witnesses of faith for each other, their 
children, and all others in their household. They are the first to communicate the faith to their 
children and to educate them by word and example for the Christian and apostolic life. They 
prudently help them in the choice of their vocation and carefully promote any sacred vocation 
which they may discern in them.

It has always been the duty of Christian married partners but today it is the greatest part of their 
apostolate to manifest and prove by their own way of life the indissolubility and sacredness of the 
marriage bond, strenuously to affirm the right and duty of parents and guardians to educate children 
in a Christian manner, and to defend the dignity and lawful autonomy of the family. They and the 
rest of the faithful, therefore, should cooperate with men of good will to ensure the preservation of 
these rights in civil legislation and to make sure that governments give due attention to the needs of 
the family regarding housing, the education of children, working conditions, social security, and 
taxes; and that in policy decisions affecting migrants their right to live together as a family should 
be safeguarded.(4)



This mission-to be the first and vital cell of society-the family has received from God. It will fulfill 
this mission if it appears as the domestic sanctuary of the Church by reason of the mutual affection 
of its members and the prayer that they offer to God in common, if the whole family makes itself a 
part of the liturgical worship of the Church, and if it provides active hospitality and promotes justice 
and other good works for the service of all the brethren in need. Among the various activities of the 
family apostolate may be enumerated the following: the adoption of abandoned infants, hospitality 
to strangers, assistance in the operation of schools, helpful advice and material assistance for 
adolescents, help to engaged couples in preparing themselves better for marriage, catechetical work, 
support of married couples and families involved in material and moral crises, help for the aged not 
only by providing them with the necessities of life but also by obtaining for them a fair share of the 
benefits of an expanding economy.

At all times and places but particularly in areas where the first seeds of the Gospel are being sown, 
or where the Church is just beginning, or is involved in some serious difficulty, Christian families 
can give effective testimony to Christ before the world by remaining faithful to the Gospel and by 
providing a model of Christian marriage through their whole way of life.(5)

To facilitate the attainment of the goals of their apostolate, it can be useful for families to be 
brought together into groups.(6)

12. Young persons exert very important influence in modern society.(7) There has been a radical 
change in the circumstances of their lives, their mental attitudes, and their relationships with their 
own families. Frequently they move too quickly into a new social and economic status. While their 
social and even their political importance is growing from day to day, they seem to be unable to 
cope adequately with their new responsibilities.

Their heightened influence in society demands of them a proportionate apostolic activity, but their 
natural qualities also fit them for this activity. As they become more conscious of their own 
personalities, they are impelled by a zest for life and a ready eagerness to assume their own 
responsibility, and they yearn to play their part in social and cultural life. If this zeal is imbued with 
the spirit of Christ and is inspired by obedience and love for the Church, it can be expected to be 
very fruitful. They should become the first to carry on the apostolate directly to other young 
persons, concentrating their apostolic efforts within their own circle, according to the needs of the 
social environment in which they live.(8)

Adults ought to engage in such friendly discussion with young people that both age groups, 
overcoming the age barrier, may become better acquainted and share the special benefits each 
generation can offer the other. Adults should stimulate young persons first by good example to take 
part in the apostolate and, if the opportunity presents itself, by offering them effective advice and 
willing assistance. By the same token young people should cultivate toward adults respect and trust, 
and although they are naturally attracted to novelties, they should duly appreciate praiseworthy 
traditions.

13. The apostolate in the social milieu, that is, the effort to infuse a Christian spirit into the 
mentality, customs, laws, and structures of the community in which one lives, is so much the duty 
and responsibility of the laity that it can never be performed properly by others. In this area the laity 
can exercise the apostolate of like toward like. It is here that they complement the testimony of life 
with the testimony of the word.(9) It is here where they work or practice their profession or study or 
reside or spend their leisure time or have their companionship that they are more capable of helping 
their brethren. 

The laity fulfill this mission of the Church in the world especially by conforming their lives to their 
faith so that they become the light of the world as well as by practicing honesty in all their dealings 
so that they attract all to the love of the true and the good and finally to the Church and to Christ. 
They fulfill their mission also by fraternal charity which presses them to share in the living 
conditions, labors, sorrows, and aspirations of their brethren with the result that the hearts of all 



about them are quietly prepared for the workings of saving grace. Another requisite for the 
accomplishment of their task is a full consciousness of their role in building up society whereby 
they strive to perform their domestic, social, and professional duties with such Christian generosity 
that their manner of acting should gradually penetrate the whole world of life and labor.

This apostolate should reach out to all wherever they may be encountered; it should not exclude any 
spiritual or temporal benefit which they have the ability to confer. True apostles however, are not 
content with this activity alone but endeavor to announce Christ to their neighbors by means of the 
spoken word as well. For there are many persons who can hear the Gospel and recognize Christ 
only through the laity who live near them. 

Children also have their own apostolic work to do. According to their ability they are true living 
witnesses of Christ among their companions.

14. A vast field for the apostolate has opened up on the national and international levels where the 
laity especially assist with their Christian wisdom. In loyalty to their country and in faithful 
fulfillment of their civic obligations, Catholics should feel themselves obliged to promote the true 
common good. Thus they should make the weight of their opinion felt in order that the civil 
authority may act with justice and that legislation may conform to moral precepts and the common 
good. Catholics skilled in public affairs and adequately enlightened in faith and Christian doctrine 
should not refuse to administer public affairs since by doing this in a worthy manner they can both 
further the common good and at the same time prepare the way for the Gospel.

Catholics should try to cooperate with all men and women of good will to promote whatever is true, 
whatever just, whatever holy, whatever lovable (cf. Phil. 4:8). They should hold discussions with 
them, excel them in prudence and courtesy, and initiate research on social and public practices 
which should be improved in line with the spirit of the Gospel.

Among the signs of our times, the irresistibly increasing sense of the solidarity of all peoples is 
especially noteworthy. It is a function of the lay apostolate sedulously to promote this awareness 
and to transform it into a sincere and genuine love of brotherhood. Furthermore, the laity should be 
aware of the international field and of the questions and solutions, doctrinal as well as practical, 
which arise in this field, with special reverence to developing nations.(10) 

All who work in or give help to foreign nations must remember that relations among peoples should 
be a genuine fraternal exchange in which each party is at the same time a giver and a receiver. 
Travelers, whether their interest is international affairs, business, or leisure, should remember that 
they are itinerant heralds of Christ wherever they go and should act accordingly. 

CHAPTER IV 

THE VARIOUS FORMS OF THE APOSTOLATE 
15. The laity can engage in their apostolic activity either as individuals or together as members of 
various groups or associations.

16. The individual apostolate, flowing generously from its source in a truly Christian life (cf. John 
4:14), is the origin and condition of the whole lay apostolate, even of the organized type, and it 
admits of no substitute.

Regardless of status, all lay persons (including those who have no opportunity or possibility for 
collaboration in associations) are called to this type of apostolate and obliged to engage in it. This 
type of apostolate is useful at all times and places, but in certain circumstances it is the only one 
appropriate and feasible.

There are many forms of the apostolate whereby the laity build up the Church, sanctify the world, 
and give it life in Christ. A particular form of the individual apostolate as well as a sign specially 
suited to our times is the testimony of the whole lay life arising from faith, hope, and charity. It 
manifests Christ living in those who believe in Him. Then by the apostolate the spoken and written 



word, which is utterly necessary under certain circumstances, lay people announce Christ, explain 
and spread His teaching in accordance with one's status and ability, and faithfully profess it.

Furthermore, in collaborating as citizens of this world, in whatever pertains to the upbuilding and 
conducting of the temporal order, the laity must seek in the light of faith loftier motives of action in 
their family, professional, cultural, and social life and make them known to others when the 
occasion arises. Doing this, they should be aware of the fact that they are cooperating with God the 
creator, redeemer, and sanctifier and are giving praise to Him.

Finally, the laity should vivify their life with charity and express it as best they can in their works.

They should all remember that they can reach all men and contribute to the salvation of the whole 
world by public worship and prayer as well as by penance and voluntary acceptance of the labors 
and hardships of life whereby they become like the suffering Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 4:10; Col. 1:24).

17. There is a very urgent need for this individual apostolate in those regions where the freedom of 
the Church is seriously infringed. In these trying circumstances, the laity do what they can to take 
the place of priests, risking their freedom and sometimes their life to teach Christian doctrine to 
those around them, training them in a religious way of life and a Catholic way of thinking, leading 
them to receive the sacraments frequently and developing in them piety, especially Eucharistic 
devotion.(1) While the sacred synod heartily thanks God for continuing also in our times to raise up 
lay persons of heroic fortitude in the midst of persecutions, it embrace them with fatherly affection 
and gratitude.

The individual apostolate has a special field in areas where Catholics are few in number and widely 
dispersed. Here the laity who engage in the apostolate only as individuals, whether for the reasons 
already mentioned or for special reasons including those deriving also from their own professional 
activity, usefully gather into smaller groups for serious conversation without any more formal kind 
of establishment or organization, so that an indication of the community of the Church is always 
apparent to others as a true witness of love. In this way, by giving spiritual help to one another 
through friendship and the communicating of the benefit of their experience, they are trained to 
overcome the disadvantages of excessively isolated life and activity and to make their apostolate 
more productive.

18. The faithful are called to engage in the apostolate as individuals in the varying circumstances of 
their life. They should remember, nevertheless, that man is naturally social and that it has pleased 
God to unite those who believe in Christ into the people of God (cf. 1 Peter 2:5-10) and into one 
body (cf. 1 Cor. 12:12). The group apostolate of Christian believers then happily corresponds to a 
human and Christian need and at the same time signifies the communion and unity of the Church in 
Christ, who said, "Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of 
them" (Matt. 18:20).

For this reason the faithful should participate in the apostolate by way of united effort.(2) They 
should be apostles both in their family communities and in their parishes and dioceses, which 
themselves express the community nature of the apostolate, as well as in the informal groups which 
they decide to form among themselves. 

The group apostolate is very important also because the apostolate must often be performed by way 
of common activity both the Church communities and the various spheres. For the associations 
established for carrying on the apostolate in common sustain their members, form them for the 
apostolate, and rightly organize and regulate their apostolic work so that much better results can be 
expected than if each member were to act on his own. 

In the present circumstances, it is quite necessary that, in the area of lay activity, the united and 
organized form of the apostolate be strengthened. In fact, only the pooling of resources is capable of 
fully achieving all the aims of the modern apostolate and firmly protecting its interests.(3) Here it is 
important that the apostolate encompass even the common attitudes and social conditions of those 



for whom it is designed. Otherwise those engaged in the apostolate are often unable to bear up 
under the pressure of public opinion or of social institutions.

19. There is a great variety of associations in the apostolate.(4) Some set before themselves the 
broad apostolic purpose of the Church; others aim to evangelize and sanctify in a special way. Some 
purpose to infuse a Christian spirit into the temporal order; others bear witness to Christ in a special 
way through works of mercy and charity.

Among these associations, those which promote and encourage closer unity between the concrete 
life of the members and their faith must be given primary consideration. Associations are not ends 
unto themselves; rather they should serve the mission of the Church to the world. Their apostolic 
dynamism depends on their conformity with the goals of the Church as well as on the Christian 
witness and evangelical spirit of every member and of the whole association.

Now, in view of the progress of social institutions and the the fast- moving pace of modern society, 
the global nature of the Church's mission requires that apostolic enterprises of Catholics should 
more and more develop organized forms in the international sphere. Catholic international 
organizations will more effectively achieve their purpose if the groups comprising them, as well as 
their members, are more closely united to these international organizations.

Maintaining the proper relationship to Church authorities,(5) the laity have the right to found and 
control such associations(6) and to join those already existing. Yet the dispersion of efforts must be 
avoided. This happens when new associations and projects are promoted without a sufficient 
reason, or if antiquated associations or methods are retained beyond their period of usefulness. Nor 
is it always fitting to transfer indiscriminately forms of the apostolates that have been used in one 
nation to other nations.(7)

20. Many decades ago the laity in many nations began to dedicate themselves increasingly to the 
apostolate. They grouped themselves into various kinds of activities and societies which, while 
maintaining a closer union with the hierarchy, pursued and continue to pursue goals which are 
properly apostolic. Of these associations, or even among similar and older institutions, those are 
specially noteworthy which followed different methods of operation and yet produced excellent 
results for Christ's kingdom. These societies were deservedly recommended and promoted by the 
popes and many bishops, from whom they received the title of "Catholic Action," and were often 
described as the collaboration of the laity in the apostolate of the hierarchy.(8)

Whether these forms of the apostolate have the name of "Catholic Action" or some other title, they 
exercise an apostolate of great value for our times and consist in the combination and simultaneous 
possession of the following characteristics: 

a) The immediate aim of organizations of this kind is the Church's apostolic aim, that is, the 
evangelization and sanctification of men and the formation of a Christian conscience among them 
so that they can infuse the spirit of the Gospel into various communities and departments of life.

b ) Cooperating with the hierarchy in their own way, the laity contribute the benefit of their 
experience to, and assume responsibility for the direction of these organizations, the consideration 
of the conditions in which the pastoral activity of the Church is to be conducted, and the elaboration 
and execution of the plan of things to be done.

c) The laity act together in the manner of an organic body so that the community of the Church is 
more fittingly symbolized and the apostolate rendered more effective.

d) Whether they offer themselves spontaneously or are invited to action and direct cooperation with 
the apostolate of the hierarchy, the laity function under the higher direction of the hierarchy itself, 
and the latter can sanction this cooperation by an explicit mandate.

Organizations in which, in the opinion of the hierarchy, the ensemble of these characteristics is 
realized, must be considered to be Catholic Action even though they take on various forms and 
titles because of the needs of different regions and peoples.



The most holy council earnestly recommends these associations, which surely answer the needs of 
the apostolate of the Church among many peoples and countries, and invites the clergy and laity 
working in them to develop the above-mentioned characteristics to an ever greater degree and to 
cooperate at all times with all other forms of the apostolate in a fraternal manner in the Church.

21. All associations of the apostolate must be given due appreciation. Those, however, which the 
hierarchy have praised or recommended as responsive to the needs of time and place, or have 
ordered to be established as particularly urgent, must be held in highest esteem by priests, 
Religious, and laity and promoted according to each one's ability. Among these associations, 
moreover, international associations or groups of Catholics must be specially appreciated at the 
present time.

22. Deserving of special honor and commendation in the Church are those lay people, single or 
married, who devote themselves with professional experience, either permanently or temporarily, to 
the service of associations and their activities. There is a source of great joy for the Church in the 
fact that there is a daily increase in the number of lay persons who offer their personal service to 
apostolic associations and activities, either within the limits of their own nation or in the 
international field or especially in Catholic mission communities and in regions where the Church 
has only recently been implanted.

The pastors of the Church should gladly and gratefully welcome these lay persons and make sure 
that the demands of justice, equity, and charity relative to their status be satisfied to the fullest 
extent, particularly as regards proper support for them and their families. They should also take care 
to provide for these lay people the necessary formation, spiritual consolation, and incentive. 

CHAPTER V 

EXTERNAL RELATIONSHIPS 

23. Whether the lay apostolate is exercised by the faithful as individuals or as members of 
organizations, it should be incorporated into the apostolate of the whole Church according to a right 
system of relationships. Indeed, union with those whom the Holy Spirit has assigned to rule His 
Church (cf. Acts 20:28) is an essential element of the Christian apostolate. No less necessary is 
cooperation among various projects of the apostolate which must be suitably directed by the 
hierarchy.

Indeed, the spirit of unity should be promoted in order that fraternal charity may be resplendent in 
the whole apostolate of the Church, common goals may be attained, and destructive rivalries 
avoided. For this there is need for mutual esteem among all the forms of the apostolate in the 
Church and, with due respect for the particular character of each organization, proper 
coordination.(1) This is most fitting since a particular activity in the Church requires harmony and 
apostolic cooperation on the part of both branches of the clergy, the Religious, and the laity.

24. The hierarchy should promote the apostolate of the laity, provide it with spiritual principles and 
support, direct the conduct of this apostolate to the common good of the Church, and attend to the 
preservation of doctrine and order.

Indeed, the lay apostolate admits of different types of relationships with the hierarchy in accordance 
with the various forms and objects of this apostolate. For in the Church there are many apostolic 
undertakings which are established by the free choice of the laity and regulated by their prudent 
judgment. The mission of the Church can be better accomplished in certain circumstances by 
undertakings of this kind, and therefore they are frequently praised or recommended by the 
hierarchy.(2) No project, however, may claim the name "Catholic" unless it has obtained the 
consent of the lawful Church authority.

Certain forms of the apostolate of the laity are given explicit recognition by the hierarchy, though in 
various ways.

Because of the demands of the common good of the Church, moreover, ecclesiastical authority can 



select and promote in a particular way some of the apostolic associations and projects which have 
an immediately spiritual purpose, thereby assuming in them a special responsibility. Thus, making 
various dispositions of the apostolate according to circumstances, the hierarchy joins some 
particular form of it more closely with its own apostolic function. Yet the proper nature and 
distinctiveness of each apostolate must be preserved, and the laity must not be deprived of the 
possibility of acting on their own accord. In various Church documents this procedure of the 
hierarchy is called a mandate.

Finally, the hierarchy entrusts to the laity certain functions which are more closely connected with 
pastoral duties, such as the teaching of Christian doctrine, certain liturgical actions, and the care of 
souls. By virtue of this mission, the laity are fully subject to higher ecclesiastical control in the 
performance of this work.

As regards works and institutions in the temporal order, the role of the ecclesiastical hierarchy is to 
teach and authentically interpret the moral principles to be followed in temporal affairs. 
Furthermore, they have the right to judge, after careful consideration of all related matters and 
consultation with experts, whether or not such works and institutions conform to moral principles 
and the right to decide what is required for the protection and promotion of values of the 
supernatural order.

25. Bishops, pastors of parishes, and other priests of both branches of the clergy should keep in 
mind that the right and duty to exercise this apostolate is common to all the faithful, both clergy and 
laity, and that the laity also have their own roles in building up the Church.(3) For this reason they 
should work fraternally with the laity in and for the Church and take special care of the lay persons 
in these apostolic works.(4)

Special care should be taken to select priests who are capable of promoting particular forms of the 
apostolate of the laity and are properly trained.(5) Those who are engaged in this ministry represent 
the hierarchy in their pastoral activity by virtue of the mission they receive from the hierarchy. 
Always adhering faithfully to the spirit and teaching of the Church, they should promote proper 
relations been laity and hierarchy. They should devote themselves to nourishing the spiritual life 
and an apostolic attitude in the Catholic societies entrusted to them; they should contribute their 
wise counsel to the apostolic activity of these associations and promote their undertakings. Through 
continuous dialogue with the laity, these priests should carefully investigate which forms make 
apostolic activity more fruitful. They should promote the spirit of unity within the association as 
well as between it and others.

Finally, in keeping with the spirit and norms of their societies, Religious Brothers and Sisters 
should value the apostolic works of the laity and willingly devote themselves to promoting lay 
enterprises.(6) They should also strive to support, uphold, and fulfill priestly functions.

26. In dioceses, insofar as possible, there should be councils which assist the apostolic work of the 
Church either in the field of evangelization and sanctification or in the charitable, social, or other 
spheres, and here it is fitting that the clergy and Religious should cooperate with the laity. While 
preserving the proper character and autonomy of each organization, these councils will be able to 
promote the mutual coordination of various lay associations and enterprises.(7)

Councils of this type should be established as far as possible also on the parochial, interparochial, 
and interdiocesan level as well as in the national or international sphere.(8)

A special secretariat, moreover, should be established at the Holy See for the service and promotion 
of the lay apostolate. It can serve as a well-equipped center for communicating information about 
the various apostolic programs of the laity, promoting research into modern problems arising in this 
field, and assisting the hierarchy and laity in their apostolic works with its advice. The various 
movements and projects of the apostolate of the laity throughout the world should also be 
represented in this secretariat, and here clergy and Religious also are to cooperate with the laity.



27. The quasi-common heritage of the Gospel and the common duty of Christian witness resulting 
from it recommend and frequently require the cooperation of Catholics with other Christians, on the 
part of individuals and communities within the Church, either in activities or in associations, in the 
national or international field.(9)

Likewise, common human values not infrequently call for cooperation between Christians pursuing 
apostolic aims and those who do not profess Christ's name but acknowledge these values.

By this dynamic and prudent cooperation,(10) which is of special importance in temporal activities, 
the laity bear witness to Christ, the Savior of the world, as well as to the unity of the human family. 

CHAPTER VI 

FORMATION FOR THE APOSTOLATE 
28. The apostolate can attain its maximum effectiveness only through a diversified and thorough 
formation. This is demanded not only by the continuous spiritual and doctrinal progress of the lay 
person himself but also by the accommodation of his activity to circumstances varying according to 
the affairs, persons, and duties involved. This formation for the apostolate should rest upon those 
bases which have been stated and proclaimed by this most holy council in other documents.(1) In 
addition to the formation which is common for all Christians, many forms of the apostolate demand 
also a specific and particular formation because of the variety of persons and circumstances.

29. Since the laity share in their own way in the mission of the Church, their apostolic formation is 
specially characterized by the distinctively secular and particular quality of the lay state and by its 
own form of the spiritual life.

The formation for the apostolate presupposes a certain human and well-rounded formation adapted 
to the natural abilities and conditions of each lay person. Well-informed about the modern world, 
the lay person should be a member of his own community and adjusted to its culture.

However, the lay person should learn especially how to perform the mission of Christ and the 
Church by basing his life on belief in the divine mystery of creation and redemption and by being 
sensitive to the movement of the Holy Spirit who gives life to the people of God and who urges all 
to love God the Father as well as the world and men in Him. This formation should be deemed the 
basis and condition for every successful apostolate.

In addition to spiritual formation, a solid doctrinal instruction in theology, ethics, and philosophy 
adjusted to differences of age, status, and natural talents, is required. The importance of general 
culture along with practical and technical formation should also be kept in mind.

To cultivate good human relations, truly human values must be fostered, especially the art of living 
fraternally and cooperating with others and of striking up friendly conversation with them.

Since formation for the apostolate cannot consist in merely theoretical instruction, from the 
beginning of their formation the laity should gradually and prudently learn how to view, judge and 
do all things in the light of faith as well as to develop and improve themselves along with others 
through doing, thereby entering into active service to the Church.(2) This formation, always in need 
of improvement because of the increasing maturity of the human person and the proliferation of 
problems, requires an ever deeper knowledge and planned activity. In the fulfillment of all the 
demands of formation, the unity and integrity of the human person must be kept in mind at all times 
so that his harmony and balance may be safeguarded and enhanced.

In this way the lay person engages himself wholly and actively in the reality of the temporal order 
and effectively assumes his role in conducting the affairs of this order. At the same time, as a living 
member and witness of the Church, he renders the Church present and active in the midst of 
temporal affairs.(3)

30. The training for the apostolate should start with the children's earliest education. In a special 
way, however, adolescents and young persons should be initiated into the apostolate and imbued 



with its spirit. This formation must be perfected throughout their whole life in keeping with the 
demands of new responsibilities. It is evident, therefore, that those who have the obligation to 
provide a Christian education also have the duty of providing formation for the apostolate.

In the family parents have the task of training their children from childhood on to recognize God's 
love for all men. By example especially they should teach them little by little to be solicitous for the 
material and spiritual needs of their neighbor. The whole family in its common life, then, should be 
a sort of apprenticeship for the apostolate. Children must be educated, too, in such fashion that 
transcending the family circle, they may open their minds to both ecclesiastical and temporal 
communities. They should be so involved in the local community of the parish that they will 
acquire a consciousness of being living and active members of the people of God. Priests should 
focus their attention on the formation of the laity for the apostolate in their catechetics, their 
ministry of the word, their direction of souls, and in their other pastoral services.

Schools, colleges, and other Catholic educational institutions also have the duty to develop a 
Catholic sense and apostolic activity in young persons. If young people lack this formation either 
because they do not attend these schools or because of any other reason, all the more should 
parents, pastors of souls, and apostolic organizations attend to it. Teachers and educators on the 
other hand, who carry on a distinguished form of the apostolate of the laity by their vocation and 
office, should be equipped with that learning and pedagogical skill that are needed for imparting 
such education effectively.

Likewise, lay groups and associations dedicated to the apostolate or other supernatural goals, should 
carefully and assiduously promote formation for the apostolate in keeping with their purpose and 
condition.(4) Frequently these groups are the ordinary vehicle for harmonious formation for the 
apostolate inasmuch as they provide doctrinal, spiritual, and practical formation. Their members 
meet in small groups with their associates or friends, examine the methods and results of their 
apostolic activity, and compare their daily way of life with the Gospel.

Formation of this type must be so organized that it takes into account the whole lay apostolate, 
which must be carried on not only among the organized groups themselves but also in all 
circumstances throughout one's whole life, especially one's professional and social life. Indeed, 
everyone should diligently prepare himself for the apostolate, this preparation being the more urgent 
in adulthood. For the advance of age brings with it a more open mind, enabling each person to 
detect more readily the talents with which God has enriched his soul and to exercise more 
effectively those charisms which the Holy Spirit has bestowed on him for the good of his brethren.

31. Various types of the apostolate demand also a specially suitable formation.

a) In regard to the apostolate for evangelizing and sanctifying men, the laity must be specially 
formed to engage in conversation with others, believers, or non-believers, in order to manifest 
Christ's message to all men.(5)

Since in our times, different forms of materialism are spread far and wide even among Catholic, the 
laity should not only learn doctrine more diligently, especially those main points which are the 
subjects of controversy, but should also exhibit the witness of an evangelical life in contrast to all 
forms of materialism.

b) In regard to the Christian renewal of the temporal order, the laity should be instructed in the true 
meaning and value of temporal things, both in themselves and in relation to all the aims of the 
human person. They should be trained in the right use of things and the organization of institutions, 
attentive always to the common good in line with the principles of the moral and social teaching of 
the Church. Laymen should above all learn the principles and conclusions of the social doctrine so 
as to become capable of working for the development of this doctrine to the best of their ability and 
of rightly applying these same principles and conclusions to individual cases.(6)

c) Since the works of charity and mercy express the most striking testimony of the Christian life, 



apostolic formation should lead also to the performance of these works so that the faithful may learn 
from childhood on to have compassion for their brethren and to be generous in helping those in 
need.(7)

32. There are many aids for lay persons devoted to the apostolate, namely, study sessions, 
congresses, periods of recollection, spiritual exercises, frequent meetings, conferences, books, and 
periodicals directed toward the acquisition of a deeper knowledge of sacred Scripture and Catholic 
doctrine, the nourishment.of spiritual life, the discernment of world conditions, and the discovery 
and development of suitable methods.(8)

These aids in formation take into consideration the various types of the apostolate in the milieu 
where it is exercised.

For this purpose also centers or higher institutes have been erected, and they have already proved 
highly successful.

The most holy council rejoices over projects of this kind which are already flourishing in certain 
areas, and it desires that they may be promoted also in other areas where they may be needed. 
Furthermore, centers of documentation and study not only in theology but also in anthropology, 
psychology, sociology, and methodology should be established for all fields of the apostolate for 
the better development of the natural capacities of the laity-men and women, young persons and 
adults. 

EXHORTATION 

33. The most holy council, then, earnestly entreats all the laity in the Lord to answer gladly, nobly, 
and promptly the more urgent invitation of Christ in this hour and the impulse of the Holy Spirit. 
Younger persons should feel that this call has been directed to them especially and they should 
respond to it eagerly and generously. Through this holy synod, the Lord renews His invitation to all 
the laity to come closer to Him every day, recognizing that what is His is also their own (Phil. 2:5), 
to associate themselves with Him in His saving mission. Once again He sends them into every town 
and place where He will come (cf. Luke 10:1) so that they may show that they are co-workers in the 
various forms and modes of the one apostolate of the Church, which must be constantly adapted to 
the new needs of our times. Ever productive as they should be in the work of the Lord, they know 
that their labor in Him is not in vain (cf. 1 Cor. 15:58). 
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DECREE 
AD GENTES

ON THE MISSION ACTIVITY
OF THE CHURCH 

PREFACE
1. Divinely sent to the nations of the world to be unto them "a universal sacrament of salvation,"(1) 
the Church, driven by the inner necessity of her own catholicity, and obeying the mandate of her 
Founder (cf. Mark 16:16), strives ever to proclaim the Gospel to all men. The Apostles themselves, 
on whom the Church was founded, following in the footsteps of Christ, "preached the word of truth 
and begot churches."(2) It is the duty of their successors to make this task endure "so that the word 
of God may run and be glorified (2 Thess. 3:1) and the kingdom of God be proclaimed and 
established throughout the world.

In the present state of affairs, out of which there is arising a new situation for mankind, the Church, 
being the salt of the earth and the light of the world (cf. Matt. 5:13-14), is more urgently called 
upon to save and renew every creature, that all things may be restored in Christ and all men may 
constitute one family in Him and one people of God.

Therefore, this sacred synod, while rendering thanks to God for the excellent results that have been 
achieved through the whole Church's great - hearted endeavor, desires to sketch the principles of 
missionary activity and to rally the forces of all the faithful in order that the people of God, 
marching along the narrow way of the Cross, may spread everywhere the reign of Christ, Lord and 
overseer: of the ages (cf. Ecc. 36:19), and may prepare the way for his coming. 

CHAPTER I
PRINCIPLES OF DOCTRINE

2. The pilgrim Church is missionary by her very nature, since it is from the mission of the Son and 
the mission of the Holy Spirit that she draws her origin, in accordance with the decree of God the 
Father.(1) 

This decree, however, flows from the "fount - like love" or charity of God the Father who, being the 
"principle without principle" from whom the Son is begotten and Holy Spirit proceeds through the 
Son, freely creating us on account of His surpassing and merciful kindness and graciously calling us 
moreover to share with Him His life and His cry, has generously poured out, and does not cease to 
pour out still, His divine goodness. Thus He who created all things may at last be "all in all" (1 Cor. 
15:28), bringing about at one and the same time His own glory and our happiness. But it pleased 



God to call men to share His life, not just singly, apart from any mutual bond, but rather to mold 
them into a people in which His sons, once scattered abroad might be gathered together (cf. John 
11:52).

3. This universal design of God for the salvation of the human race is carried out not only, as it 
were, secretly in the soul of a man, or by the attempts (even religious ones by which in diverse ways 
it seeks after God) if perchance it may contact Him or find Him, though He be not far from anyone 
of us (cf. Acts 17:27). For these attempts need to be enlightened and healed; even though, through 
the kindly workings of Divine Providence, they may sometimes serve as leading strings toward 
God, or as a preparation for the Gospel.(2) Now God, in order to establish peace or the communion 
of sinful human beings with Himself, as well as to fashion them into a fraternal community, did 
ordain to intervene in human history in a way both new and finally sending His Son, clothed in our 
flesh, in order that through Him He might snatch men from the power of darkness and Satan (cf. 
Col. 1:13; Acts 10:38) and reconcile the world to Himself in Him (cf. 2 Cor. 5:19). Him, then, by 
whom He made the world,(3) He appointed heir of all things, that in Him He might restore all (cf. 
Eph. 1:10).

For Jesus Christ was sent into the world as a real mediator between God and men. Since He is God, 
all divine fullness dwells bodily in Him (Gal. 2:9). According to His human nature, on the other 
hand, He is the new Adam, made head of a renewed humanity, and full of grace and of truth (John 
1:14). Therefore the Son of God walked the ways of a true Incarnation that He might make men 
sharers in the nature of God: made poor for our sakes, though He had been rich, in order that His 
poverty might enrich us (2 Cor. 8:9). The Son of Man came not that He might be served, but that He 
might be a servant, and give His life as a ransom for the many - that is, for all (cf. Mark 10:45). The 
Fathers of the Church proclaim without hesitation that what has not been taken up by Christ is not 
made whole.(4) Now, what He took up was our entire human nature such as it is found among us 
poor wretches, save only sin (cf. Heb. 4:15; 9.28). For Christ said concerning Himself, He whom 
the Father sanctified and sent into the world (cf. John 10:36): the Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because He anointed me; to bring good news to the poor He sent me, to heal the broken - hearted, to 
proclaim to the captives release, and sight to the blind" (Luke 4:18). And again: "The Son of Man 
has come to seek and to save what was lost" (Luke 19:10).

But what the Lord preached that one time, or what was wrought in Him for the saving of the human 
race, must be spread abroad and published to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), beginning from 
Jerusalem (cf. Luke 24:27), so that what He accomplished at that one time for the salvation of all, 
may in the course of time come to achieve its effect in all.

4. To accomplish this, Christ sent from the Father His Holy Spirit, who was to carry on inwardly 
His saving work and prompt the Church to spread out. Doubtless, the Holy Spirit was already at 
work in the world before Christ was glorified.(5) Yet on the day of Pentecost, He came down upon 
the disciples to remain with them forever (cf. John 14:16). The Church was publicly displayed to 
the multitude, the Gospel began to spread among the nations by means of preaching, and there was 
presaged that union of all peoples in the catholicity of the faith by means of the Church of the New 
Covenant, a Church which speaks all tongues, understands and accepts all tongues in her love, and 
so supersedes the divisiveness of Babel.(6) For it was from Pentecost that the "Acts of the Apostles" 
took again, just as Christ was - conceived when the Holy Spirit came upon the Virgin Mary, and 
just as Christ was impelled to the work of His ministry by the same Holy Spirit descending upon 
Him while He prayed.(7)

Now, the Lord Jesus, before freely giving His life for the world, did so arrange the Apostles' 
ministry and promise to send the Holy Spirit that both they and the Spirit might be associated in 
effecting the work of salvation always and everywhere.(8) Throughout all ages, the Holy Spirit 
makes the entire Church "one in communion and in ministering; He equips her with various gifts of 
a hierarchical and charismatic nature," a giving life, soul - like, to ecclesiastical institutions(10) and 
instilling into the hearts of the faithful the same mission spirit which impelled Christ Himself. 



Sometimes He even visibly anticipates the Apostles' acting,(11) just as He unceasingly accompanies 
and directs it in different ways.(12)

5. From the very beginning, the Lord Jesus "called to Himself those whom He wished; and He 
caused twelve of them to be with Him, and to be sent out preaching (Mark 3:13; cf. Matt. 10:1-42). 
Thus the Apostles were the first budding - forth of the New Israel, and at the same time the 
beginning of the sacred hierarchy. Then, when He had by His death and His resurrection completed 
once for all in Himself the mysteries of our salvation and the renewal of all things, the Lord, having 
now received all power in heaven and on earth (cf. Matt. 28 18), before He was taken up into 
heaven (cf. Acts 1:11), founded His Church as the sacrament of salvation and sent His Apostles into 
all the world just as He Himself had been sent by His Father (cf. John 20:21), commanding them: 
"Go, therefore, and make disciples of a nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit; teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you" (Matt. 28:19 
ff.). "Go into the whole world, preach the Gospel to every creature. He who believes and is baptized 
shall be saved; but he who does not believe, shall be condemned" (Mark 16:15ff.). Whence the duty 
that lies on the Church of spreading the faith and the salvation of Christ, not only in virtue of the 
express command which was inherited from the Apostles by the order of bishops, assisted by the 
priests, together with the successor of Peter and supreme shepherd of the Church, but also in virtue 
of that life which flows from Christ into His members; "From Him the whole body, being closely 
joined and knit together through every joint of the system, according to the functioning in due 
measure of each single part, derives its increase to the building up of itself in love" (Eph. 4:16). The 
mission of the Church, therefore, is fulfilled by that activity which makes her, obeying the 
command of Christ and influenced by the grace and love of the Holy Spirit, fully present to all men 
or nations, in order that, by the example of her life and by her preaching, by the sacraments and 
other means of grace, she may lead them to the faith, the freedom and the peace of Christ; that thus 
there may lie open before them a firm and free road to full participation in the mystery of Christ.

Since this mission goes on and in the course of history unfolds the mission of Christ Himself, who 
was sent to preach the Gospel to the poor, the Church, prompted by the Holy Spirit, must walk in 
the same path on which Christ walked: a path of poverty and obedience, of service and self - 
sacrifice to the death, from which death He came forth a victor by His resurrection. For thus did all 
the Apostles walk in hope, and by many trials and sufferings they filled up those things wanting to 
the Passion of Christ for His body which is the Church (cf. Col. 1:24). For often, the blood of 
Christians was like a seed.(13)

6. This duty, to be fulfilled by the order of bishops, under the successor of Peter and with the 
prayers and help of the whole Church, is one and the same everywhere and in every condition, even 
though it may be carried out differently according to circumstances. Hence, the differences 
recognizable in this, the Church's activity, are not due to the inner nature of the mission itself, but 
rather to the circumstances in which this mission is exercised.

These circumstances in turn depend sometimes on the Church, sometimes on the peoples or groups 
or men to whom the mission is directed. For the Church, although of itself including the totality or 
fullness of the means of salvation, does not and cannot always and instantly bring them all into 
action. Rather, she experiences beginnings and degrees in that action by which she strives to make 
God's plan a reality. In fact, there are times when, after a happy beginning, she must again lament a 
setback, or at least must linger in a certain state of unfinished insufficiency. As for the men, groups 
and peoples concerned, only by degrees does she touch and pervade them, and thus take them up 
into full catholicity. The right sort of means and actions must be suited to any state or situation.

"Missions" is the term usually given to those particular undertakings by which the heralds of the 
Gospel, sent out by the Church and going forth into the whole world, carry out the task of preaching 
the Gospel and planting the Church among peoples or groups who do not yet believe in Christ. 
These undertakings are brought to completion by missionary activity and are mostly exercised in 
certain territories recognized by the Holy See. The proper purpose of this missionary activity is 



evangelization, and the planting of the Church among those peoples and groups where it has not yet 
taken root.(14) Thus from the seed which is the word of God, particular autochthonous churches 
should be sufficiently established and should grow up all over the world, endowed with their own 
maturity and vital forces. Under a hierarchy of their own, together with the faithful people, and 
adequately fitted out with requisites for living a full Christian life, they should make their 
contribution to the good of the whole Church. The chief means of the planting referred to is the 
preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. To preach this Gospel the Lord sent forth His disciples into 
the whole world, that being reborn by the word of God (cf. 1 Peter 1:23), men might be joined to 
the Church through baptism - that Church which, as the body of the Word Incarnate, is nourished 
and lives by the word of God and by the eucharistic bread (cf. Acts 2:43).

In this missionary activity of the Church various stages sometimes are found side by side: first, that 
of the beginning or planting, then that of newness or youth. When these have passed, the Church's 
missionary activity does not cease, but there lies upon the particular churches already set up the 
duty of continuing this activity and of preaching the Gospel to those still outside.

Moreover, the groups among which the Church dwells are often radically changed, for one reason 
or other, so that an entirely new set of circumstances may arise. Then the Church must deliberate 
whether these conditions might again call for her missionary activity. Besides, circumstances are 
sometimes such that, for the time being, there is no possibility of expounding the Gospel directly 
and forthwith. Then, of course, missionaries can and must at least bear witness to Christ by charity 
and by works of mercy, with all patience, prudence and great confidence. Thus they will prepare the 
way for the Lord and make Him somehow present.

Thus it is plain that missionary activity wells up from the Church's inner nature and spreads abroad 
her saving Faith. It perfects her Catholic unity by this expansion. It is sustained by her apostolicity. 
It exercises the collegial spirit of her hierarchy. It bears witness to her sanctity while spreading and 
promoting it. Thus, missionary activity among the nations differs from pastoral activity exercised 
among the faithful as well as from undertakings aimed at restoring unity among Christians. And yet 
these two ends are most closely connected with the missionary zeal(15) because the division among 
Christians damages the most holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature(16) and blocks 
the way to the faith for many. Hence, by the very necessity of mission, all the baptized are called to 
gather into one flock, and thus they will be able to bear unanimous witness before the nations to 
Christ their Lord. And if they are not yet capable of bearing witness to the same faith, they should at 
least be animated by mutual love and esteem.

7. This missionary activity derives its reason from the will of God, "who wishes all men to be saved 
and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God, and one mediator between God and 
men, Himself a man, Jesus Christ, who gave Himself as a ransom for all" (1 Tim. 2:45), "neither is 
there salvation in any other" (Acts 4:12). Therefore, all must be converted to Him, made known by 
the Church's preaching, and all must be incorporated into Him by baptism and into the Church 
which is His body. For Christ Himself "by stressing in express language the necessity of faith and 
baptism (cf. Mark 16:16; John 3:5), at the same time confirmed the necessity of the Church, into 
which men enter by baptism, as by a door. Therefore those men cannot be saved, who though aware 
that God, through Jesus Christ founded the Church as something necessary, still do not wish to 
enter into it, or to persevere in it."(17) Therefore though God in ways known to Himself can lead 
those inculpably ignorant of the Gospel to find that faith without which it is impossible to please 
Him (Heb. 11:6), yet a necessity lies upon the Church (1 Cor. 9:16), and at the same time a sacred 
duty, to preach the Gospel. And hence missionary activity today as always retains its power and 
necessity.

By means of this activity, the Mystical Body of Christ unceasingly gathers and directs its forces 
toward its own growth (cf. Eph. 4:11-16). The members of the Church are impelled to carry on such 
missionary activity by reason of the love with which they love God and by which they desire to 
share with all men the spiritual goods of both its life and the life to come.



Finally, by means of this missionary activity, God is fully glorified, provided that men fully and 
consciously accept His work of salvation, which He has accomplished in Christ. In this way and by 
this means, the plan of God is fulfilled - that plan to which Christ conformed with loving obedience 
for the glory of the Father who sent Him,(18) that the whole human race might form one people of 
God and be built up into one temple of the Holy Spirit which, being the expression of brotherly 
harmony, corresponds with the inmost wishes of all men. And so at last, there will be realized the 
plan of our Creator who formed man to His own image and likeness, when all who share one human 
nature, regenerated in Christ through the Holy Spirit and beholding the glory of God, will be able to 
say with one accord: "Our Father."(19)

8. Missionary activity is closely bound up even with human nature itself and its aspirations. For by 
manifesting Christ the Church reveals to men the real truth about their condition and their whole 
calling, since Christ is the source and model of that redeemed humanity, imbued with brotherly 
love, sincerity and a peaceful spirit, to which they all aspire. Christ and the Church, which bears 
witness to Him by preaching the Gospel, transcend every peculiarity of race or nation and therefore 
cannot be considered foreign anywhere or to anybody.(20) Christ Himself is the way and the truth, 
which the preaching of the Gospel opens to all in proclaiming in the hearing of all these words of 
Christ: "Repent, and believe the Gospel" (Mark 1:15). Now, since he who does not believe is 
already judged (cf. John 3:18), the words of Christ are at one and the same time words of judgment 
and of grace, of death and of life. For it is only by putting to death what is old that we are able to 
approach the newness of life. This is true first of all about persons, but it holds also for the various 
goods of this world which bear the mark both of man's sin and of God's blessing: "For all have 
sinned and have need of the glory of God" (Rom. 3:23). No one is freed from sin by himself and by 
his own power, no one is raised above himself, no one is completely rid of his sickness or his 
solitude or his servitude.(21) On the contrary, all stand in need of Christ, their model, their mentor, 
their liberator, their Savior, their source of life. The Gospel has truly been a leaven of liberty and 
progress in human history, even in the temporal sphere, and always proves itself a leaven of 
brotherhood, of unity and of peace. Not without cause is Christ hailed by the faithful as "the 
expected of the nations, and their Savior."(22) 

9. And so the time for missionary activity extends between the first coming of the Lord and the 
second, in which latter the Church will be gathered from the four winds like a harvest into the 
kingdom of God.(23) For the Gospel must be preached to all nations before the Lord shall come (cf. 
Mark 13:10).

Missionary activity is nothing else and nothing less than an epiphany, or a manifesting of God's 
decree, and its fulfillment in the world and in world history, in the course of which God, by means 
of mission, manifestly works out the history of salvation. By the preaching of the word and by the 
celebration of the sacraments, the center and summit of which is the most holy Eucharist, He brings 
about the presence of Christ, the author of salvation. But whatever truth and grace are to be found 
among the nations, as a sort of secret presence of God, He frees from all taint of evil and restores to 
Christ its maker, who overthrows the devil's domain and wards off the manifold malice of vice. And 
so, whatever good is found to be sown in the hearts and minds of men, or in the rites and cultures 
peculiar to various peoples, not only is not lost, but is healed, uplifted, and perfected for the glory of 
God, the shame of the demon, and the bliss of men.(24) Thus, missionary activity tends toward 
eschatological fullness.(25) For by it the people of God is increased to that measure and time which 
the Father has fixed in His power(cf. Acts 1:7). To this people it was said in prophecy: "Enlarge the 
space for your tent, and spread out your tent cloths unsparingly" (Is. 54:2).(26) By missionary 
activity, the mystical body grows to the mature measure of the fullness of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:13); 
and the spiritual temple, where God is adored in spirit and in truth (cf. John 4:23), grows and is 
built up upon the foundation of the Apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the supreme 
corner stone (Eph. 2:20).

CHAPTER II 



MISSION WORK ITSELF
10. The Church, sent by Christ to reveal and to communicate the love of God to all men and 
nations, is aware that there still remains a gigantic missionary task for her to accomplish. For the 
Gospel message has not yet, or hardly yet, been heard by two million human beings (and their 
number is increasing daily), who are formed into large and distinct groups by permanent cultural 
ties, by ancient religious traditions, and by firm bonds of social necessity. Some of these men are 
followers of one of the great religions, but others remain strangers to the very knowledge of God, 
while still others expressly deny His existence, and sometimes even attack it. The Church, in order 
to be able to offer all of them the mystery of salvation and the life brought by God, must implant 
herself into these groups for the same motive which led Christ to bind Himself, in virtue of His 
Incarnation, to certain social and cultural conditions of those human beings among whom He dwelt. 

ARTICLE 1: Christian Witness
11. The Church must be present in these groups through her children, who dwell among them or 
who are sent to them. For all Christians, wherever they live, are bound to show forth, by the 
example of their lives and by the witness of the word, that new man put on at baptism and that 
power of the Holy Spirit by which they have been strengthened at Conformation. Thus other men, 
observing their good works, can glorify the Father (cf. Matt. ES:16) and can perceive more fully the 
real meaning of human life and the universal bond of the community of mankind.

In order that they may be able to bear more fruitful witness to Christ, let them be joined to those 
men by esteem and love; let them acknowledge themselves to be members of the group of men 
among whom they live; let them share in cultural and social life by the various. undertakings and 
enterprises of human living; let them be familiar with their national and religious traditions; let 
them gladly and reverently lay bare the seeds of the Word which lie hidden among their fellows. At 
the same time, however, let them look to the: profound changes which are taking place among 
nations, and let them exert themselves to keep modern man, intent as he is on the science and 
technology of today's world from becoming a stranger to things divine; rather, let them awaken in 
him a yearning for that truth and:charity which God has revealed. Even as Christ Himself searched 
the hearts of men, and led them to divine light, so also His disciples, profoundly penetrated by the 
Spirit of Christ, should show the people among whom they live, and should converse with them, 
that they themselves may learn by sincere and patient dialogue what treasures a generous God has 
distributed among the nations of the earth. But at the same time, let them try to furbish these 
treasures, set them free, and bring them under the dominion of God their Savior.

12. The presence of the Christian faithful in these human groups should be inspired by that charity 
with which God has loved us, and with which He wills that we should love one another (cf. 1 John 
4:11). Christian charity truly extends to all, without distinction of race, creed, or social condition: it 
looks for neither gain nor gratitude. For as God loved us with an unselfish love, so also the faithful 
should in their charity care for the human person himself, loving him with the same affection with 
which God sought out man. Just as Christ, then, went about all the towns and villages, curing every 
kind of disease and infirmity as a sign that the kingdom of God had come (cf. Matt. 9:35ff; Acts 
10:38), so also the Church, through her children, is one with men of every condition, but especially 
with the poor and the afflicted. For them, she gladly spends and is spent (cf. 2 Cor. 12:15), sharing 
in their joys and sorrows, knowing of their longings and problems, suffering with them in death's 
anxieties. To those in quest of peace, she wishes to answer in fraternal dialogue, bearing them the 
peace and the light of the Gospel. 

Let Christians labor and collaborate with others in rightly regulating the affairs of social and 
economic life. With special care, let them devote themselves to the education of children and young 
people by means of different kinds of schools, which should be considered not only as the most 
excellent means of forming and developing Christian youth, but also as a valuable public service, 
especially in the developing nations, working toward the uplifting of human dignity, and toward 
better living conditions. Furthermore, let them take part in the strivings of those peoples who, 



waging war on famine, ignorance, and disease, are struggling to better their way of life and to 
secure peace in the world. In this activity, the faithful should be eager to offer prudent aid to 
projects sponsored by public and private organizations, by governments, by various Christian 
communities, and even by non - Christian religions. 

However, the Church has no desire at all to intrude itself into the government of the earthly city. It 
claims no other authority than that of ministering to men with the help of God, in a spirit of charity 
and faithful service (cf. Matt. 20:26; 23:11).(1)

Closely united with men in their life and work, Christ's disciples hope to render to others true 
witness of Christ, and to work for their salvation, even where they are not able to announce Christ 
fully. For they are not seeking a mere material progress and prosperity for men, but are promoting 
their dignity and brotherly union, teaching those religious and moral truths which Christ illumined 
with His light; and in this way, they are gradually opening up a fuller approach to God. Thus they 
help men to attain to salvation by love for God and neighbor, and the mystery of Christ begins to 
shine forth, in which there appears the new man, created according to God (cf. Eph. 4:24), and in 
which the charity of God is revealed.

ARTICLE 2: Preaching the Gospel and Gathering together the People of God
13. Wherever God opens a door of speech for proclaiming the mystery of Christ (cf. Col. 4:3), there 
is announced to all men (cf. Mark 16:15; 1 Cor. 9:15; Rom. 10:14) with confidence and constancy 
(cf. Acts 4:13, 29, 31; 9:27, 28; 13:46; 14:3; 19:8; 26:26; 28:31; 1 Thess. 2:2; 2 Cor. 3:12; 7:4; Phil. 
1:20; Eph. 3:12; 6:19, 20) the living God, and He Whom He has sent for the salvation of all, Jesus 
Christ (cf. 1 Thess. 1:9-10; 1 Cor. 1:18-21; Gal. 1:31; Acts 14:15-17, 17:22-31), in order that non - 
Christians, when the Holy Spirit opens their heart (cf. Acts 16:14), may believe and be freely 
converted to the Lord, that they may cleave sincerely to Him Who, being the "way, the truth, and 
the life" (John 14:6), fulfills all their spiritual expectations, and even infinitely surpasses them.

This conversion must be taken as an initial one, yet sufficient to make a man realize that he has 
been snatched away from sin and led into the mystery of God's love, who called him to enter into a 
personal relationship with Him in Christ. For, by the workings of divine grace, the new convert sets 
out on a spiritual journey, by means of which, already sharing through faith in the mystery of 
Christ's Death and Resurrection, he passes from the old man to the new one, perfected in Christ (cf. 
Col. 3:5-10; Eph. 4:20-24). This bringing with it a progressive change of outlook and morals, must 
become evident with its social consequences, and must be gradually developed during the time of 
the catechumenate. Since the Lord he believes in is a sign of contradiction (cf. Luke 2:34; Matt. 
10:34-39), the convert often experiences an abrupt breaking off of human ties, but he also tastes the 
joy which God gives without measure (cf. 1 Thess. 1:6). 

The Church strictly forbids forcing anyone to embrace the Faith, or alluring or enticing people by 
worrisome wiles. By the same token, she also strongly insists on this right, that no one be frightened 
away from the Faith by unjust vexations on the part of others.(2) 

In accord with the Church's ancient custom, the convert's motives should be looked into, and if 
necessary, purified. 

14. Those who, through the Church, have accepted from God a belief in Christ(3) are admitted to 
the catechumenate by liturgical rites. The catechumenate is not a mere expounding of doctrines and 
precepts, but a training period in the whole Christian life, and an apprenticeship duty drawn out, 
during which disciples are joined to Christ their Teacher. Therefore, catechumens should be 
properly instructed in the mystery of salvation and in the practice of Gospel morality, and by sacred 
rites which are to be held at successive intervals,(4) they should be introduced into the life of faith, 
of liturgy, and of love, which is led by the People of God. 

Then, when the sacraments of Christian initiation have freed them from the power of darkness (cf. 
Col. 1:13),(5) having died with Christ been buried with Him and risen together with Him (cf. Rom. 



6:4-11; Col. 2:12-13; 1 Peter 3:21-22; Mark 16:16), they receive the Spirit (cf. 1 Thess. 3:5-7; Acts 
8:14-17) of adoption of sons and celebrate the remembrance of the Lord's death and resurrection 
together with the whole People of God.

It is to be desired that the liturgy of the Lenten and Paschal seasons should be restored in such a 
way as to dispose the hearts of the catechumens to celebrate the Easter mystery at whose solemn 
ceremonies they are reborn to Christ through baptism.

But this Christian initiation in the catechumenate should be taken care of not only by catechists or 
priests, but by the entire community of the faithful, so that right from the outset the catechumens 
may feel that they belong to the people of God. And since the life of the Church is an apostolic one, 
the catechumens also should learn to cooperate wholeheartedly, by the witness of their lives and by 
the profession of their faith, in the spread of the Gospel and in the building up of the Church.

Finally, the juridic status of catechumens should be clearly defined in the new code of Canon law. 
For since they are joined to the Church, they are already of the household of Christ,(7) and not 
seldom they are already leading a life of faith, hope, and charity. 

ARTICLE 3: Forming a Christian Community 
15. The Holy Spirit, who calls all men to Christ by the seeds of the Lord and by the preaching of the 
Gospel, stirs up in their: hearts a submission to the faith Who in the womb of the baptismal font, He 
begets to a new life those who believe in Christ, He gathers them into the one People of God which 
is "a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a purchased people" (1 Peter 2:9).(8)

Therefore, let the missionaries, God's coworkers, ( cf. 1 Cor. 3:9), raise up congregations of the 
faithful such that, walking worthy of the vocation to which they have been called (cf. Eph. 4:1), 
they may exercise the priestly, prophetic, and royal office which God has entrusted to them. In this 
way, the Christian community will be a sign of God's presence in the world: for by reason of the 
eucharistic sacrifice, this community is ceaselessly on the way with Christ to the Father;(9) 
carefully nourished on the word of God(10) it bears witness to Christ;(11) and finally, it walks in 
charity and is fervent with the apostolic spirit.(12)

The Christian community should from the very start be so formed that it call provide nor its 
necessities insofar as this is possible. 

This congregation of the faithful, endowed with the riches of its own nation's culture, should be 
deeply rooted in the people. Let families flourish which are imbued with the spirit of the Gospel(13) 
and let them be assisted by good schools; let associations and groups be organized by means of 
which the lay apostolate will be able to permeate the whole of society with the spirit of the Gospel. 
Lastly, let charity shine out between Catholics of different rites.(14)

The ecumenical spirit should be nurtured in the neophytes, who should take into account that the 
brethren who believe in Christ are Christ's disciples, reborn in baptism, sharers with the People of 
God in very many good things. Insofar as religious conditions allow, ecumenical activity - should 
be furthered in such a way that, excluding any appearance of indifference or confusion on the one 
hand, or of unhealthy rivalry on the other, Catholics should cooperate in a brotherly spirit with their 
separated brethren, among to the norms of the Decree on Ecumenism, making before the nations a 
common profession of faith, insofar as their beliefs are common, in God and in Jesus Christ, and 
cooperating in social and in technical projects as well as in cultural and religious ones. Let them 
cooperate especially for the sake of Christ, their common Lord: let His Name be the bond that 
unites them! This cooperation should be undertaken not only among private persons, but also, 
subject to approval by the local Ordinary, among churches or ecclesial communities and their 
works. 

The Christian faithful gathered together out of all nations into the Church "are not marked off from 
the rest of men by their government, nor by their language, nor by their political institutions,"(15) 
and so they should live for God and Christ in a respectable way of their own national life. As good 



citizens, they should be true and effective patriots, all together avoiding racial prejudice and 
hypernationalism, and should foster a universal love for man.

To obtain all these things, the most important and therefore worthy of special attention are the 
Christian laity: namely, those who have been incorporated into Christ and live in the world. For it is 
up to them, imbued with the spirit of Christ, to be a leaven working on the temporal order from 
within, to dispose it always in accordance with Christ.(16)

But it is not enough that the Christian people be present and be organized in a given nation, nor is it 
enough to carry out an apostolate by way of example. They are organized for this purpose, they are 
present for this, to announce Christ to their non - Christian fellow - citizens by word and example, 
and to aid them toward the full reception of Christ.

Now, in order to plant the Church and to make the Christian community grow, various ministries 
are needed, which are raised up by divine calling from the midst of the faithful congregation, and 
are to be carefully fostered and tended to by all. Among these are the offices of priests, of deacons, 
and of catechists, and Catholic action. Religious men and women likewise, by their prayers and by 
their active work, play an indispensable role in rooting and strengthening the Kingdom of Christ in 
souls, and in causing it to be spread.

16. Joyfully the Church gives thanks for the priceless gift of the priestly calling which God has 
granted to so many youths among those nations but recently converted to Christ. For the Church 
drives deeper roots in any given sector of the human family when the various faithful communities 
all have, from among their members, their own ministers of salvation in the order of bishops, 
priests, and deacons, serving their own brethren, so that the young churches gradually acquire a 
diocesan structure with their own clergy. 

What this council has decreed concerning priestly vocations and formation, should be religiously 
observed where the Church is first planted, and among the young churches. Of great importance are 
the things which are said about closely joining spiritual formation with the doctrinal and pastoral; 
about living a life patterned after the Gospel without looking out for ones own comfort or that of 
one's family; about cultivating a deep appreciation of the mystery of the Church. From all this, they 
will be well taught to dedicate themselves wholly to the service of the Body of Christ and to the 
work of the Gospel, to cleave to their own bishop as his faithful co - workers, and to cooperate with 
their colleagues.(17)

To attain this general end, the whole training of the students should be planned in the light of the 
mystery of salvation as it is revealed in the Scriptures. This mystery of Christ and of man's salvation 
they can discover and live in the liturgy.(18)

These common requirements of priestly training, including the pastoral and practical ones 
prescribed by the council(19) should be combined with an attempt to make contact with their own 
particular national way of thinking and acting. Therefore, let the minds of the students be kept open 
and attuned to an acquaintance and an appreciation of their own nation's culture. In their 
philosophical and theological studies, let them consider the points of contact which mediate 
between the traditions and religion of their homeland on the one hand and the Christian religion on 
the other.(20) Likewise, priestly training should have an eye to the pastoral needs of that region; and 
the students should learn the history, aim, and method of the Church's missionary activity, and the 
special social, economic, and cultural conditions of their own people. Let them be educated in the 
ecumenical spirit, and duly prepared for fraternal dialogue with non - Christians.(21) All this 
demands that studies for the priesthood be undertaken, so far as possible, in association and living 
together with their own people.(22) Finally, let care be taken that students are trained in ordinary 
ecclesiastical and financial administration. 

Moreover, suitable priests should be chosen, after a little pastoral practice, to pursue higher studies 
in universities, even abroad and especially in Rome as well as in other institutes of learning. In this 
way the young churches will have at hand men from among the local clergy equipped with the 



learning and skill needed for discharging more difficult ecclesiastical duties.

Where episcopal conferences deem it opportune, the order of the diaconate should be restored as a 
permanent state of life according to the norms of the Constitution "De Ecclesia."(23) For there are 
men who actually carry out the functions of the deacon's office, either preaching the word of God as 
catechists, or presiding over scattered Christian communities in the name of the pastor and the 
bishop, or practicing charity in social or relief work. It is only right to strengthen them by the 
imposition of hands which has come down from the Apostles, and to bind them more closely to the 
altar, that they may carry out their ministry more effectively because of the sacramental grace of the 
diaconate.

17. Likewise worthy of praise are the ranks of men and women catechists, well deserving of 
missionary work to the nations. Imbued with the apostolic spirit, they labor much to make an 
outstanding and altogether necessary contribution to the spread of the Faith and of the Church.

In our time, when there are so few clerics to preach the Gospel to such great numbers and to 
exercise the pastoral ministry, the position of catechists is of great importance. Therefore their 
training must be so accomplished and so adapted to advances on the cultural level that as reliable 
coworkers of the priestly order, they may perform their task well, though it be weighed down with 
new and greater burdens.

There should therefore be an increase in the number of schools, both on the diocesan and on the 
regional levels, wherein future catechists may study Catholic doctrine, especially in the fields of 
Scripture and the liturgy, as well as catechetical method and pastoral practice; schools wherein they 
can develop in themselves a Christian character, and wherein they can devote themselves tirelessly 
to cultivating piety and sanctity of life. Moreover, conventions or courses should be held in which 
at certain times catechists could he refreshed in the disciplines and skills useful for their ministry 
and in which their spiritual life could be nourished and strengthened. In addition, for those who 
devote themselves entirely to this work, a decent standard of living should be provided, and social 
security, by paying them a just wage.(24)

It would be desirable for the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith to provide 
special funds for the due training and support of catechists. If it seems necessary and fitting, let a 
special "Opus pro Catechists" be founded.

Moreover, the churches should gratefully acknowledge the noble work being done by auxiliary 
catechists, whose help they will need. These preside over the prayers in their communities and teach 
sacred doctrine. Something suitable should be done for their doctrinal and spiritual training. 
Besides, it is to be hoped that, where it seems opportune, catechists who are duly trained should 
receive a "missio canonica" in a publicly celebrated liturgical ceremony, so that in the eyes of the 
people they may serve the Faith with greater authority.

18. Right from the planting stage of the Church, the religious life should be carefully fostered. This 
not only offers precious and absolutely necessary assistance to missionary activity, but by a more 
inward consecration made to God in the Church, it also clearly manifests and signifies the inner 
nature of the Christian calling.(25)

Religious institutes, working to plant the Church, and thoroughly Imbued with mystic treasures with 
which the Church's religious tradition is adorned, should strive to give expression to them and to 
hand them on, according to the nature and the genius of each nation. Let them reflect attentively on 
how Christian religious life might be able to assimilate the ascetic and contemplative traditions, 
whose seeds were sometimes planted by God in ancient cultures already prior to the preaching of 
the Gospel.

Various forms of religious life are to be cultivated in the young churches, in order that they may 
display various aspects of the mission of Christ and of the life of the Church, and may devote 
themselves to various pastoral works, and prepare their members to exercise them rightly. On the 



other hand, the bishops in their conference should see to it that congregations pursuing the same 
apostolic aims are not multiplied to the detriment of the religious life and of the apostolate.

Worthy of special mention are the various projects for causing the contemplative life to take root. 
There are those who in such an attempt have kept the essential element of a monastic institution, 
and are bent on implanting the rich tradition of their order; there are others again who are returning 
to the simpler forms of ancient monasticism. But all are studiously looking for a genuine adaptation 
to local conditions. Since the contemplative life belongs to the fullness of the Church's presence, let 
it be put into effect everywhere.

CHAPTER III 
PARTICULAR CHURCHES

19. The work of planting the Church in a given human community reaches a certain goal when the 
congregation of the faithful already rooted in social life and somewhat conformed to the local 
culture, enjoys a certain firmness and stability. That is to say, it is already equipped with its own 
supple (perhaps still insufficient) of local priests, Religious, and lay men, and is endowed with these 
institutions and ministries which are necessary for leading and expanding the life of the people of 
God under the guidance of their own bishop. 

In such new churches, the life of the People of God must mature in all those fields of Christian life 
which are to be reformed by the norms of this council. The congregations of the faithful become 
daily more aware of their status as communities of faith, liturgy, and love. The laity strive by their 
civic and apostolic activity to set up a public order based on justice and love. The means of social 
communication are put to wise use at the opportune time. By a truly Christian life, families become 
seedbeds of the lay apostolate and of vocations to the priesthood and the Religious life. Finally, the 
Faith is taught by an adequate catechesis; it is celebrated in a liturgy in harmony with the genius of 
the people, and by suitable canonical legislation, it is introduced into upright institutions and local 
customs. 

The bishops, in turn, each one together with his own college of priests, being more and more 
imbued with the mind of Christ and of the Church, feel and live along with the universal Church. 
Let the young church keep up an intimate communion with the whole Church, whose tradition they 
should link to their own culture, in order to increase, by a certain mutual exchange of forces, the life 
of the Mystical Body.(1) Hence, stress should be laid on those theological, psychological, and 
human elements which can contribute to fostering this sense of communion with the universal 
Church. 

But these churches, very often located in the poorer portions of the globe, are mostly suffering from 
a very serious lack of priests and of material support. Therefore, they are badly in need of the 
continued missionary activity of the whole Church to furnish them with those subsidies which serve 
for the growth of the local Church, and above all for the maturity of Christian life. This mission 
action should also furnish help to those churches, founded long since, which are in a certain state of 
regression or weakness.

Yet these churches should launch a common pastoral effort and suitable works to increase the 
number of vocations to the diocesan clergy and to religious institutes, to discern them more readily, 
and to train them more efficiently,(2) so that little by little these churches may be able to provide for 
themselves and to bring aid to others.

20. Since the particular church is bound to represent the universal Church as perfectly as possible, 
let it realize that it has been sent to those also who are living in the same territory with it, and who 
do not yet believe in Christ. By the life witness of each one of the faithful and of the whole 
community, let the particular church be a sign which points out Christ to others.

Furthermore, there is need of the ministry of the word, so that the Gospel may reach all. The bishop 
should be first and foremost a herald of the Faith, who leads new disciples to Christ.(3) In order that 



he may properly fulfill this noble task, let him thoroughly study both the conditions of his flock, and 
the private opinions of his countrymen concerning God, taking careful note also of those changes 
which urbanization, migrations, and religious indifferentism have introduced.

The local priests in the young churches should zealously address themselves to the work of 
spreading the Gospel, and join forces with the foreign missionaries who form with them one college 
of priests, united under the authority of the bishop. They should do this, not only with a view to the 
feeding the faithful flock, and to the celebrating of divine worship, but also to the preaching of the 
Gospel to those outside, let them show themselves ready, and when the occasion presents itself, let 
them with a willing heart offer the bishop their services for missionary work in distant and forsaken 
areas of their own diocese or of other dioceses.

Let religious men and women, and the laity too, show the same fervent zeal toward their 
countrymen, especially toward the poor.

Episcopal conferences should see to it that biblical, theological, spiritual and pastoral refresher 
courses are held at stated intervals with this intention, that amid all vicissitudes and changes the 
clergy may acquire a fuller knowledge of the theological sciences and of pastoral methods.

For the rest, those things which this council has laid down, particularly in the Decree on the Life 
and Work of Priests, should be religiously observed.

In order that this missionary work of the particular church may be performed, there is need of 
qualified ministers, who are to be prepared in due time in a way suited to the conditions of each 
church. Now since men are more and more banding together into associations, it is very fitting that 
episcopal conferences should form a common plan concerning the dialogue to be held with such 
associations. But if perchance in certain regions, groups of men are to be found who are kept away 
from embracing the Catholic Faith because they cannot adapt themselves to the peculiar form which 
the church has taken in there, it is hoped that this condition will be provided for in a special way,(4) 
until such time as all Christians can gather together in one community. Let..individual bishops call 
to their dioceses the missionaries whom the Holy See may have on hand for this purpose; or let 
them receive such missionaries glad]y, and support their undertakings effectively.

In order that this missionary zeal may flourish among those in their own homeland, it is very fitting 
that the young churches should participate as soon as possible in the universal missionary work of 
the Church, and send their own missionaries to proclaim the Gospel all over the world, even though 
they themselves are suffering from a shortage of clergy. For their communion with the universal 
Church will be somehow brought to perfection when they themselves take an active part in 
missionary zeal toward other nations.

21. The church has not been really founded, and is not yet fully alive, nor is it a perfect sign of 
Christ among men, unless there is a laity worthy of the name working along with the hierarchy. For 
the Gospel cannot be deeply grounded in the abilities, life and work of any people without the 
active presence of laymen. Therefore, even at the very founding of a Church, great attention is to be 
paid to establishing a mature, Christian laity.

For the lay faithful fully belong at one and the same time both to the People of God and to civil 
society: they belong to the nation in which they were born; they have begun to share in its cultural 
treasures by means of their education; they are joined to its life by manifold social ties; they are 
cooperating in its progress by their efforts, each in his own profession; they feel its problems to be 
their very own, and they are trying to solve them. They also belong to Christ, because they were 
regenerated in the Church by faith and by baptism, so that they are Christ's in newness of life and 
work (cf. 1 Cor. 15:23), in order that in Christ, all things may be made subject to God, and finally 
God will be all in all (cf. Cor. 15:28).

Their main duty, whether they are men or women, is the witness which they are bound to bear to 
Christ by their life and works in the home, in their social milieu, and in their own professional 



circle. In them, there must appear the new man created according to God in justice and true holiness 
(cf. Eph. 4:24). But they must give expression to this newness of life in the social and cultural 
framework of their own homeland, according to their own national traditions. They must be 
acquainted with this culture; they must heal it and preserve it; they must develop it in accordance 
with modern conditions, and finally perfect it in Christ, so that the Faith of Christ and the life of the 
Church are no longer foreign to the society in which they live, but begin to permeate and to 
transform it. Let them be one with their fellow countrymen in sincere charity, so that there appears 
in their way of life a new bond of unity and of universal solidarity, which is drawn from the 
mystery of Christ. Let them also spread the Faith of Christ among those with whom they live or 
have professional connections - an obligation which is all the more urgent, because very many men 
can hear of Christ and of the Gospel only by means of the laity who are their neighbors. In fact, 
wherever possible, the laity should be prepared, in more immediate cooperation with the hierarchy, 
to fulfill a special mission of proclaiming the Gospel and communicating Christian teachings, so 
that they may add vigor to the nascent Church.

Let the clergy highly esteem the arduous apostolate of the laity. Let them train the laity to become 
conscious of the responsibility which they as members of Christ have for all men; let them instruct 
them deeply in the mystery of Christ, introduce them to practical methods, and be at their side in 
difficulties, according to the tenor of the Constitution Lumen Gentium and the Decree Apostolicam 
Actuositatem.

While pastors and laymen, then, retain each their own state of life and their own responsibilities, let 
the whole young church render one firm and vital witness to Christ, and become a shining beacon 
of the salvation which comes to us in Christ.

22. The seed which is the word of God, watered by divine dew, sprouts from the good ground and 
draws from thence its moisture, which it transforms and assimilates into itself, and finally bears 
much fruit. In harmony with the economy of the Incarnation, the young churches, rooted in Christ 
and built up on the foundation of the Apostles, take to themselves in a wonderful exchange all the 
riches of the nations which were given to Christ as an inheritance (cf Ps. 2:8). They borrow from 
the customs and traditions of their people, from their wisdom and their learning, from their arts and 
disciplines, all those things which can contribute to the glory of their Creator, or enhance the grace 
of their Savior, or dispose Christian life the way it should be.(5)

To achieve this goal, it is necessary that in each major socio - cultural area, such theological 
speculation should be encouraged, in the light of the universal Church's tradition, as may submit to 
a new scrutiny the words and deeds which God has revealed, and which have been set down in 
Sacred Scripture and explained by the Fathers and by the magisterium.

Thus it will be more clearly seen in what ways faith may seek for understanding, with due regard 
for the philosophy and wisdom of these peoples; it will be seen in what ways their customs, views 
on life, and social order, can be reconciled with the manner of living taught by divine revelation. 
From here the way will be opened to a more profound adaptation in the whole area of Christian life. 
By this manner of acting, every appearance of syncretism and of false particularism will be 
excluded, and Christian life will be accommodated to the genius and the dispositions of each 
culture.(6) Particular traditions, together with the peculiar patrimony of each family of nations, 
illumined by the light of the Gospel, can then be taken up into Catholic unity. Finally, the young 
particular churches, adorned with their own traditions, will have their own place in the ecclesiastical 
communion, saving always the primacy of Peter's See, which presides over the entire assembly of 
charity.(7)

And so, it is to be hoped that episcopal conferences within the limits of each major socio - cultural 
territory will so coordinate their efforts that they may be able to pursue this proposal of adaptation 
with one mind and with a common plan.

CHAPTER IV 



MISSIONARIES
23. Although every disciple of Christ, as far in him lies, has the duty of spreading the Faith,(1) 
Christ the Lord always calls whomever He will from among the number of His disciples, to be with 
Him and to be sent by Him to preach to the nations (cf. Mark 3:13). Therefore, by the Holy Spirit, 
who distributes the charismata as He wills for the common good (1 Cor. 12:11), He inspires the 
missionary vocation in the hearts of individuals, and at the same time He raises up in the Church 
certain institutes(2) which take as their own special task the duty of preaching the Gospel, a duty 
belonging to the whole Church.

They are assigned with a special vocation who, being endowed with a suitable natural temperament, 
and being fit as regards talent and other qualities, have been trained to undertake mission work;(3) 
or be they autochthonous or be they foreigners: priests, Religious, or laymen. Sent by legitimate 
authority, they go out in faith and obedience to those who are far from Christ. They are set apart for 
the work for which they have been taken up (cf. Acts 13:2), as ministers of the Gospel, "that the 
offering up of the Gentiles may become acceptable, being sanctified by the Holy Spirit" (Rom. 
15:16).

24. Yet man must respond to God Who calls, and that in such a way, that without taking counsel 
with flesh and blood (Gal. 1:16), he devotes himself wholly to the work of the Gospel. This 
response, however can only be given when the Holy Spirit gives His inspiration and His power. For 
he who is sent enters upon the life and mission of Him Who "emptied Himself, taking the nature of 
a slave" (Phil. 2:7). Therefore, he must be ready to stay at his vocation for an entire lifetime, and to 
renounce himself and all those whom he thus far considered as his own, and instead to "make 
himself all things to all men" (1 Cor. 9:22). 

Announcing the Gospel to all nations, he confidently makes known the mystery of Christ, whose 
ambassador he is, so that in him he dares to speak as he ought (cf. Eph. 6:19; Acts 4:31), not being 
ashamed of the scandal of the Cross. Following in his Master's footsteps, meek and humble of heart, 
he proves that His yoke is easy and His burden light (Matt. 11:29ff.) By a truly evangelical life,(4) 
in much patience, in long - suffering, in kindness, in unaffected love (cf. 2 Cor. 6:4ff.), he bears 
witness to his Lord, if need be to the shedding of his blood. He will ask of God the power and 
strength, that he may know that there is an overflowing of joy amid much testing of tribulation and 
deep poverty (2 Cor. 8:2). Let him be convinced that obedience is the hallmark of the servant of 
Christ, who redeemed the human race by His obedience.

The heralds of the Gospel lest they neglect the grace which is in them, should be renewed day by 
day in the spirit of their mind (cf. 1 Tim. 4:14; Eph. 4:23; 2 Cor. 4:16). Their Ordinaries and 
superiors should gather the missionaries together from time to time, that they be strengthened in the 
hope of their calling and may be renewed in the apostolic ministry, even in houses expressly set up 
for this purpose.

25. For such an exalted task, the future missionary is to be prepared by a special spiritual and moral 
training.(5) For he must have the spirit of initiative in beginning, as well as that of constancy in 
carrying through what he has begun; he must be persevering in difficulties, patient and strong of 
heart in bearing with solitude, fatigue, and fruitless labor. He will encounter men with an open mind 
and a wide heart; he will gladly take up the duties which are entrusted to him; he will with a noble 
spirit adapt himself to the people's foreign way of doing things and to changing circumstances; 
while in the spirit of harmony and mutual charity, he will cooperate with his brethren and all who 
dedicate themselves to the same task, so that together with the faithful, they will be one heart and 
one soul (cf. Acts 2:42; 4:32)(7) in imitation of the apostolic community. 

These habits of mind should be earnestly exercised already in his time of training; they should be 
cultivated, and should be uplifted and nourished by the spiritual life. Imbued with a living faith and 
a hope that never fails, the missionary should be a man of prayer. Let him have an ardent spirit of 
power and of love and of prudence (cf. 2 Tim. 1:7). Let him learn to be self - sufficing in whatever 



circumstances (Phil. 4:11); always bearing about in himself the dying of Jesus, so that the life of 
Jesus may work in those to whom he is sent (2 Cor. 4:10ff.), out of zeal of souls, let him gladly 
spend all and be spent himself for souls (cf. 2 Cor. 12:15ff.), so that "by the daily practice of his 
duty he may grow in the love of God and neighbor."(8) Thus obedient to the will of the Father 
together with Christ, he will continue His mission under the hierarchical authority of the Church. 

26. Those who are sent to different nations in order to be good ministers of Christ, should he 
nourished with the "words of faith and with good doctrine" (1 Tim. 4:6), which they should draw 
principally from the Sacred Scriptures, studying the mystery of Christ, whose heralds and witnesses 
they will be.

Therefore, all missionaries - priests, Brothers, Sisters, and lay folk - each according to their own 
state, should be prepared and trained, lest they be found unequal to the demands of their future 
work.(9) From the very beginning, their doctrinal training should be so planned that it takes in both 
the universality of the Church and the diversity of the world's nations. This holds for all of their 
studies by which they are prepared for the exercise of the ministry, as also for the other studies 
which it would be useful for them to learn, that they may have a general knowledge of the peoples, 
cultures, and religions; not only a knowledge that looks to the past, but one that considers the 
present time. For anyone who is going to encounter another people should have a great esteem for 
their patrimony and their language and their customs. It is very necessary for the future missionary 
to devote himself to missiological studies: that is, to know the teachings and norms of the Church 
concerning missionary activity, to know along what roads the heralds of the Gospel have run in the 
course of the centuries, and also what is the present condition of the missions, and what methods are 
considered more effective at the present time.(8) 

But even though this entire training program is imbued with pastoral solicitude, a special and 
organized apostolic training ought to be given, by means of both teaching and practical exercises.(9) 

Brothers and Sisters, in great numbers, should be well instructed and prepared in the catechetical 
art, that they may collaborate still better in the apostolate.

Even those who take part in missionary activity only for a time have to be given a training which is 
suited to their condition.

All these different kinds of formation should be completed in the lands to which they are sent, so 
that the missionaries may have a more thorough knowledge of the history, social structures, and 
customs of the people; that they may have an insight into their moral order and their religious 
precepts, and into the secret notions which, according to their sacred tradition, they have formed 
concerning God, the world and man.(10) Let the missionaries learn the languages to such a degree 
that they can use them in a fluent and polished manner, and so find more easy access to the minds 
and the hearts of men. (11) Furthermore, they should be properly introduced into special pastoral 
problems.

Some should be more thoroughly prepared in missiological institutes or in other faculties or 
universities, so that they may be able to discharge special duties more effectively(12) and be a help, 
by their learning, to other missionaries in carrying on the mission work, which especially in our 
time presents so many difficulties and opportunities. It is moreover highly desirable that the 
regional episcopal conferences should have available an abundance of such experts, and that they 
should make fruitful use of their knowledge and experience in the necessities of their office. Nor 
should there be wanting some who are perfectly skilled in the use of practical instruments and the 
means of social communication, the importance of which should be highly appreciated by all.

27. All these things, though necessary for everyone who is sent to the nations, can scarcely be 
attained to in reality by individual missionaries. Since even mission work itself, as experience 
teaches, cannot be accomplished by lone individuals, a common calling has gathered these 
individuals together into institutes, in which, with united efforts, they are properly trained and might 
carry out this work in the name of the Church and under the direction of the hierarchy. For many 



centuries, these institutes have borne the burden of the day and the heat, devoting themselves to 
missionary labor either entirely or in part. Often vast territories were committed to them by the 
Holy See for evangelization, and there they gathered together a new people for God, a local church 
clinging to their own shepherds. With their zeal and experience, they will serve, by fraternal 
cooperation either in the care of souls or in rendering special services for the common good, those 
churches which were founded at the cost of their sweat and even of their blood.

Sometimes, throughout the entire extent of some region, they will take certain tasks upon 
themselves; e.g., the evangelization of groups of peoples who perhaps for special reasons have not 
yet accepted the Gospel message, or who have thus far resisted it.(13)

If need be, let them be on hand to help and train, out of their own experience, those who will devote 
themselves to missionary activity for a time.

For these reasons, and since there are still many nations to be led to Christ, the institutes remain 
extremely necessary.

CHAPTER V 
PLANNING MISSIONARY ACTIVITY

28. The Christian faithful, having different gifts (cf. Rom. 12:6), according to each one's 
opportunity, ability, charisms and ministry (cf. 1 Cor. 3:10) must all cooperate in the Gospel. Hence 
all alike, those who sow and those who reap (cf. John 4:37), those who plant and those who irrigate, 
must be one (cf. 1 Cor. 3:8), so that "in a free and orderly fashion cooperating toward the same 
end,"(1) they may spend their forces harmoniously for the building up of the Church. 

Wherefore, the labors of the Gospel heralds and the help given by the rest of the Christian faithful 
must be so directed and intertwined that "all may be done in order" (1 Cor. 14:40) in all fields of 
missionary activity and cooperation.

29. Since the charge of proclaiming the Gospel in the whole world falls primarily on the body of 
bishops,(2) the synod of bishops or that "stable Council of bishops for the entire Church,"(3) among 
the affairs of general concern,(4) should give special consideration to missionary activity, which is 
the greatest and holiest task of the Church.(5)

For all missions and for the whole of missionary activity there should be only one competent office, 
namely that of the "Propagation of the Faith," which should direct and coordinate, throughout the 
world, both missionary work itself and missionary cooperation. However, the law of the Oriental 
Churches is to remain untouched.(6)

Although the Holy Spirit in diverse manners arouses the mission spirit in the Church of God, and 
oft times anticipates the action of those whose task it is to rule the life of the Church, yet for its part, 
this office should promote missionary vocations and missionary spirituality, zeal and prayer for the 
missions, and should put out authentic and adequate reports about them. Let it raise up missionaries 
and distribute them according to the more urgent needs of various areas. Let it arrange for an 
orderly plan of action, issue directives and principles adapted to evangelization, and give the 
impetus. Let it take care of stimulating and coordinating an effective collection of funds, which are 
to be distributed according to reasons of necessity and usefulness, the extent of the territory in 
question, the number of believers and non - believers, of undertakings and institutes, of ministers 
and missionaries. 

In coordination with the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, let it search out ways and means 
for bringing about and directing fraternal cooperation as well as harmonious living with missionary 
undertaking of other Christian communities, that as far as possible the scandal of division may be 
removed.

Therefore, this office must be both an instrument of administration and an organ of dynamic 
direction, which makes use of scientific methods and means suited to the conditions of modern 



times, always taking into consideration present - day research in matters of theology, of 
methodology and missionary pastoral procedure.

In the direction of this office, an active role with a deliberative vote should be had by selected 
representatives of all those who cooperate in missionary work: that is, the bishops of the whole 
world (the episcopal conferences should be heard from in this regard), as well as the moderators of 
pontifical institutes and works, in ways and under conditions to be fixed by the Roman Pontiff. All 
these, being called together at stated times, will exercise supreme control of all mission work under 
the authority of the Supreme Pontiff. This office should have available a permanent group of expert 
consultors, of proven knowledge and experience, whose duty it will be, among other things to 
gather pertinent information about local conditions in various regions, and about the thinking of 
various groups of men) as well as about the means of evangelization to be used. They will then 
propose scientifically based conclusions for mission work and cooperation.

Institutes of religious women, regional undertakings for the mission cause, and organizations of 
laymen (especially international ones) should be suitably represented.

30. In order that the proper goals and results may be obtained, all missionary workers should have 
but "one heart and one soul" (Acts 4:32) in the actual carrying out of mission work itself.

It is the bishop's role, as the ruler and center of unity in the diocesan apostolate, to promote 
missionary activity, to direct it and to coordinate it but always in such a way that the zeal and 
spontaneity of those who share in the work may be preserved and fostered. All missionaries, even 
exempt Religious, are subject to his power in the various works which refer to the exercise of the 
sacred apostolate.(7) To improve coordination, let the bishop set up, insofar as possible, a pastoral 
council, in which clergy, Religious, and laity may have a part, through the medium of selected 
delegates. Moreover let them take care that apostolic activity be not limited to those only who have 
already been converted. A fair proportion of personnel and funds should be assigned to the 
evangelization of non - Christians. 

31. Episcopal conferences should take common counsel to deal with weightier questions and urgent 
problems, without however neglecting local differences.(8) Lest the already insufficient supply of 
men and means be further dissipated, or lest projects be multiplied without necessity, it is 
recommended that they pool their resources to found projects which will serve the good of all as for 
instance, seminaries; technical schools and schools of higher learning; pastoral, catechetical, and 
liturgical centers; as well as the means of social communication.

Such cooperation, when indicated, should also be initiated between several different episcopal 
conferences. 

32. It would also be good to coordinate the activities which are being carried on by ecclesiastical 
institutes and associations. All these, of whatever kind, should defer to the local Ordinary in all that 
concerns missionary activity itself. Therefore, it will be very helpful to, draw up contracts to 
regulate relations between local Ordinaries and the moderator of the institute.

When a territory has been committed to a certain institute, both the ecclesiastical superior and the 
institute will be concerned to direct everything to this end, that the new Christian community may 
grow into a local church, which in due time will be governed by its own pastor with his clergy.

When the commission of a certain territory expires, a new state of affairs begins. Then the episcopal 
conference and the institutes in joint deliberation should lay down norms governing the relations 
between local Ordinaries and the institutes.(9) It will be the role of Holy See to outline the general 
principles according to which regional and even particular contracts are to be drawn up.

Although the institutes will be prepared to continue the work which they have begun, cooperating in 
the ordinary ministry of the care of souls, yet when the local clergy grows numerous, it will be 
provided that the institute, insofar as this is in agreement with its purpose, should remain faithful to 
the diocese, generously taking over special works or some area in it.



33. The institutes engaged in missionary activity in the same territory should find ways and means 
of coordinating their work. Therefore, it will be very useful to have conferences of Religious men 
and unions of Religious women, in which institutes of the same country or region should take part. 
These conferences should ask what things can be done by combined efforts, and they should be in 
close touch with the episcopal conferences.

All these things, with equal reason, should be extended to include the cooperation of missionary 
institutes in the home lands, so that questions and joint projects can be settled with less expense, as 
for instance the formation of future missionaries, as well as courses for missionaries, relations with 
public authorities and with international or supranational organizations.

34. Since the right and methodical exercise of missionary activity requires that those who labor for 
the Gospel should be scientifically prepared for their task, and especially for dialogue with non - 
Christian religions and cultures, and also that they should be effectively assisted in the carrying out 
of this task, it is desired that, for the sake of the missions, there should be fraternal and generous 
collaboration on the part of scientific institutes which specialize in missiology and in other arts and 
disciplines useful for the missions, such as ethnology and linguistics, the history and science of 
religions, sociology, pastoral skills and the like.

CHAPTER VI 
COOPERATION

35. Since the whole Church is missionary, and the work of evangelization is a basic duty of the 
People of God, this sacred synod invites all to a deep interior renewal; so that, having a vivid 
awareness of their own responsibility for spreading the Gospel, they may do their share in 
missionary work among the nations.

36. As members of the living Christ, incorporated into Him and made like unto Him through 
baptism and through confirmation and the Eucharist, all the faithful are duty - bound to cooperate in 
the expansion and spreading out of His Body, to bring it to fullness as soon as may be (Eph. 4:13). 

Therefore, all sons of the Church should have a lively awareness of their responsibility to the world; 
they should foster in themselves a truly catholic spirit; they should spend their forces in the work of 
evangelization. And yet, let everyone know that their first and most important obligation for the 
spread of the Faith is this: to lead a profoundly Christian life. For their fervor in the service of God 
and their charity toward others will cause a new spiritual wind to blow for the whole Church, which 
will then appear as a sign lifted up among the nations (cf. Is. 11:12), "the light of the world" (Matt. 
5:14) and "the salt of the earth" (Matt. 5:13). This testimony of a good life will more easily have its 
effect if it is given in unison with other Christian communities, according to the norms of the 
Decree on Ecumenism, 12.(1) From this renewed spirit, prayer and works of penance will be 
spontaneously offered to God that He may fructify the missionaries' work with His grace; and then 
there will be missionary vocations, and the material subsidies which the missions need will be 
forthcoming. 

But in order that each and every one of the Christian faithful may he fully acquainted with the 
present condition of the Church in the world, and may hear the voice of the multitudes who cry 
"Help us!" (cf. Acts 16:9), modern means of social communication should be used to furnish such 
mission information that the faithful may feel this mission work to be their very own, and may open 
their hearts to such vast and profound human needs, and may come to their assistance.

It is also necessary to coordinate the information, and to cooperate with national and international 
agencies.

37. But since the People of God lives in communities, especially in dioceses and parishes, and 
becomes somehow visible in them, it is also up to these to witness Christ before the nations. 

The grace of renewal cannot grow in communities unless each of these extends the range of its 
charity to the ends of the earth, and devotes the same care to those afar off as it does to those who 



are its own members.

Thus the whole community prays, works together, and exercises its activity among the nations 
through those of its sons whom God has chosen for this most excellent task.

It will be very useful, provided the universal scope of mission work is not thereby neglected, to 
keep in contact with missionaries who are from one's own community, or with some parish or 
diocese in the missions, so that the communion between the communities may be made visible, and 
serve for their mutual edification.

38. All bishops, as members of the body of bishops succeeding to the College of Apostles, are 
consecrated not just for some one diocese, but or the salvation of the entire world. The mandate of 
Christ to preach the Gospel to every creature (Mark 16:15) primarily and immediately concerns 
them, with Peter and under Peter. Whence there arises that communion and cooperation of churches 
which is so necessary today for carrying on the work of evangelization. In virtue of this 
communion, the individual churches bear the burden of care for them all, and make their necessities 
known to one another, and exchange mutual communications regarding their affairs, since the 
extension of the Body of Christ is the duty of the whole College of Bishops.(2) 

In his own diocese, with which he constitutes one unit the bishop, stimulating, promoting and 
directing the work for the missions, makes the mission spirit and zeal of the People of God present 
and as it were visible, so that the whole diocese becomes missionary.

It will be the bishop's task to raise up from among his own people, especially the sick and those 
oppressed by hardship, some souls to offer prayers and penance to God with a wide - open heart for 
the evangelization of the world. The bishop will also gladly encourage youths and clerics who have 
vocations to mission institutes, accepting it with a grateful spirit if God should call some of them to 
be employed in the missionary activity of the Church. The bishop will exhort and help the diocesan 
congregations to play a role of their own in the missions; he will promote the works of mission 
institutes among his own faithful, but most especially the papal mission works. For it is only right to 
give these works pride of place, since they are the means of imbuing Catholics from their very 
infancy with a real universal and missionary outlook; and they are also the means of making an 
effective collection of funds to subsidize all missions, each according to its needs.(3)

But since the need for workers in the vineyard of the Lord is growing from day to day, and diocesan 
priests have expressed the wish to play an ever greater part in the evangelization of the world, this 
sacred synod desires that the bishops considering the very serious dearth of priests which is 
hindering the evangelization of many areas, should send some of their better priests, who offer 
themselves for mission work and have received a suitable preparation, to those dioceses which are 
lacking in clergy, where at least for a time they will exercise their missionary ministry in a spirit of 
service.(4) 

But in order that the missionary activity of the bishops may be exercised more effectively for the 
good of the whole Church, it would be expedient for the episcopal conferences to take charge of 
those affairs which concern the orderly cooperation of their own region.

In their own conference, the bishops should deliberate about dedicating to the evangelization of the 
nations some priests from among the diocesan clergy; they should decide what definite offering 
each diocese should be obliged to set aside annually for the work of the missions, in proportion to 
its own budget;(5) they should consider how to direct and control the ways and means by which the 
missions receive direct help; they should deal with assisting and if need be, founding, missionary 
institutes and seminaries for diocesan mission clergy, and the promoting of closer relations between 
such institutes and the dioceses.

It also pertains to the episcopal conferences to found and promote works for the brotherly reception 
and due pastoral care of those who immigrate from mission lands for the sake of studying or finding 
work. For through them, far - away peoples are sometimes made near; and an excellent opportunity 



is offered to communities which have long been Christian to converse with nations which have not 
yet heard the Gospel, and to show them in their own dutiful love and aid, the genuine face of 
Christ.(6)

39. Priests personally represent Christ, and are collaborators of the order of bishops in that threefold 
sacred task which by its very nature belongs to the mission of the Church.(7) Therefore, they should 
fully understand that their life is also consecrated to the service of the missions. Now because by 
means of their own ministry - which consists principally in the Eucharist which perfects the Church 
- they are in communion with Christ the Head and are leading others to this communion, they 
cannot help but feel how much is yet wanting to the fullness of that Body, and how much therefore 
must be done that it may grow from day to day. They shall therefore plan their pastoral care in such 
a way that it will serve to spread the Gospel among non - Christians.

In their pastoral activities, priests should stir up and preserve amid the faithful a zeal for the 
evangelization of the world, by instructing them in sermons and in Christian doctrine courses about 
the Church's task of announcing Christ to all nations; by enlightening Christian families about the 
necessity and the honor of fostering missionary vocations among their own sons and daughters, by 
promoting mission fervor in young people from the schools and Catholic associations so that among 
them there may arise future heralds of the Gospel. Let priests teach the faithful to pray for the 
missions, and let them not be ashamed to ask alms of them for this purpose, becoming like beggars 
for Christ and for the salvation of souls.

Professors in seminaries and universities will teach young people the true state of the world and of 
the Church, so that the necessity of a more intense evangelization of non - Christians will become 
clear to them and will nurture their zeal. In teaching the dogmatic, biblical, moral, and historical 
branches, they should focus attention on the missionary elements therein contained, so that in this 
way a missionary, awareness may be formed in future priests. 

40. Religious institutes of the contemplative and of the active life have so far played, and still do 
play, the main role in the evangelization of the world. This sacred synod gladly acknowledges their 
merits and thanks God for all that they have expended for the glory of God and the service of souls 
while exhorting them to go on untiringly in the work which they have begun, since they know that 
the virtue of charity, which by reason of their vocation they are bound to practice with greater 
perfection, obliges and impels them to a truly catholic spirit and work.(9)

Institutes of the contemplative life, by their prayers, sufferings, and works of penance have a very 
great importance in the conversion of souls, because it is God who sends workers into His harvest 
when He is asked to do so (cf. Matt. 9:38) God who opens the minds of non - Christians to hear the 
Gospel (cf. Acts 16:14), and God who fructifies the word of salvation in their hearts (cf. 1 C,or. 
3:7). In fact, these institutes are asked to found houses in mission areas, as not a few of them have 
already done, so that there, living out their lives in a way accommodated to the truly religious 
traditions of the people, they can bear excellent witness among non - Christians to the majesty and 
love of God, as well as to our union in Christ. 

Institutes of the active life, whether they pursue a strictly mission ideal or not, should ask 
themselves sincerely in the presence of God, whether they would not be able to extend their activity 
for the expansion of the Kingdom of God among the nations; whether they could possibly leave 
certain ministries to others so that they themselves could expend their forces for the missions, 
whether they could possibly undertake activity in the missions, adapting their constitutions if 
necessary, but according to the spirit of their founder; whether their members are involved as totally 
as possible in the mission effort; and whether their type of life is a witness to the Gospel 
accommodated to the character and condition of the people. 

Now since, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, secular institutes are daily increasing in the 
Church, their activity, under the authority of the bishop, could be fruitful in the missions in many 
ways as a sign of complete dedication to the evangelization of the world.



41. Laymen cooperate in the Church's work of evangelization; as witnesses and at the same time as 
living instruments, they share in her saving mission;(10) especially if they have been called by God 
and have been accepted by the bishop for this work.

In those lands which are already Christian, laymen cooperate in the work of evangelization by 
nurturing in themselves and in others a knowledge and love of the missions; by stimulating 
vocations in their own family, in Catholic associations, and in the schools; by offering subsidies of 
every kind, that they may offer to others that gift of Faith which they have received gratis.

But in mission lands, let laymen, whether foreigners or autochthonous, teach in schools, administer 
temporal goods cooperate in parish and diocesan activities, and organize and promote various forms 
of the lay apostolate, in order that the faithful of the young churches may be able to take part as 
soon as possible in the life of the Church.(11)

Lastly, let laymen gladly offer socio - economic cooperation to peoples on the way of development. 
This cooperation is all the more to be praised, the more it concerns itself with founding institutes 
which touch on the basic structures of social life, or which are oriented to the training of those who 
bear the responsibility for the government.

Worthy of special praise are those laymen who, in universities or in scientific institutes, promote by 
their historical and scientific religious research the knowledge of peoples and of religions; thus 
helping the heralds of the Gospel, and preparing for the dialogue with non - Chistians. 

They should cooperate in a brotherly spirit with other Christians, with non - Christians, and with 
members of international organizations, aways having before their eyes the fact that "the building 
up of the earthly city should have its foundation in the Lord, and should be directed towards 
Him."(12) 

To be equal to all these tasks, laymen need the necessary technical and spiritual preparation, which 
should be given in institutes destined for this; so that their lives may be a witness for Christ among 
non - Christians, according to the words of the Apostle: "Do not be a stumbling - block to Jews and 
Greeks and to the Church of God, even as I myself in all things please all men, not seeking what is 
profitable to myself but to the many, that they may be saved." (1 Cor. 10:32-33).
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PREFACE
1. Christ the Lord, Son of the living God, came that He might save His people from their sins(1) 
and that all men might be sanctified. Just as He Himself was sent by the Father, so He also sent His 
Apostles.(2) Therefore, He sanctified them, conferring on them the Holy Spirit, so that they also 
might glorify the Father upon earth and save men, "to the building up of the body of Christ" (Eph. 
4:12), which is the Church. 

2. In this Church of Christ the Roman pontiff, as the successor of Peter, to whom Christ entrusted 
the feeding of His sheep and lambs, enjoys supreme, full, immediate, and universal authority over 
the care of souls by divine institution. Therefore, as pastor of all the faithful, he is sent to provide 
for the common good of the universal Church and for the good of the individual churches. Hence, 
he holds a primacy of ordinary power over all the churches. 

The bishops themselves, however, having been appointed by the Holy Spirit, are successors of the 
Apostles as pastors of souls.(3) Together with the supreme pontiff and under his authority they are 



sent to continue throughout the ages the work of Christ, the eternal pastor.(4) Christ gave the 
Apostles and their successors the command and the power to teach all nations, to hallow men in the 
truth, and to feed them. Bishops, therefore, have been made true and authentic teachers of the faith, 
pontiffs, and pastors through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to them.(5)

3. Bishops, sharing in the solicitude for all the churches, exercise this episcopal office of theirs, 
which they have received through episcopal consecration,(6) in communion with and under the 
authority of the supreme pontiff. As far as their teaching authority and pastoral government are 
concerned, all are united in a college or body with respect to the universal Church of God.

They exercise this office individually in reference to the portions of the Lord's flock assigned to 
them, each one taking care of the particular church committed to him, or sometimes some of them 
jointly providing for certain common needs of various churches. 

This sacred synod, therefore, attentive to the conditions of human association which have brought 
about a new order of things in our time,(7) intends to determine more exactly the pastoral office of 
bishops and, therefore, has decreed the things that follow. 

CHAPTER I 
THE RELATIONSHIP OF BISHOPS TO THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH 

I. The Role of the Bishops in the Universal Church 
4. By virtue of sacramental consecration and hierarchical communion with the head and members 
of the college, bishops are constituted as members of the episcopal body.(1) "The order of bishops 
is the successor to the college of the apostles in teaching and pastoral direction, or rather, in the 
episcopal order, the apostolic body continues without a break. Together with its head, the Roman 
pontiff, and never without this head it exists as the subject of supreme, plenary power over the 
universal Church. But this power cannot be exercised except with the agreement of the Roman 
pontiff."(2) This power however, "is exercised in a solemn manner in an ecumenical council."(3) 
Therefore, this sacred synod decrees that all bishops who are members of the episcopal college, 
have the right to be present at an ecumenical council.

"The exercise of this collegiate power in union with the pope is possible although the bishops are 
stationed all over the world, provided that the head of the college gives them a call to collegiate 
action, or, at least, gives the unified action of the dispersed bishops such approval, or such 
unconstrained acceptance, that it becomes truly collegiate action."(4)

5. Bishops chosen from various parts of the world, in ways and manners established or to be 
established by the Roman pontiff, render more effective assistance to the supreme pastor of the 
Church in a deliberative body which will be called by the proper name of Synod of Bishops.(5) 
Since it shall be acting in the name of the entire Catholic episcopate, it will at the same time show 
that all the bishops in hierarchical communion partake of the solicitude for the universal Church.(6) 

6. As legitimate successors of the Apostles and members of the episcopal college, bishops should 
realize that they are bound together and should manifest a concern for all the churches. For by 
divine institution and the rule of the apostolic office each one together with all the other bishops is 
responsible for the Church.(7) They should especially be concerned about those parts of the world 
where the word of God has not yet been proclaimed or where the faithful, particularly because of 
the small number of priests, are in danger of departing from the precepts of the Christian life, and 
even of losing the faith itself.

Let bishops, therefore, make every effort to have the faithful actively support and promote works of 
evangelization and the apostolate. Let them strive, moreover, to see to it that suitable sacred 
ministers as well as auxiliaries, both religious and lay, be prepared for the missions and other areas 
suffering from a lack of clergy. They should also see to it, as much as possible, that some of their 
own priests go to the above-mentioned missions or dioceses to exercise the sacred ministry there 
either permanently or for a set period of time.



Bishops should also be mindful, in administering ecclesiastical property, of the needs not only of 
their own dioceses but also of the other particular churches, for they are also a part of the one 
Church of Christ. Finally, they should direct their attention, according to their means, to the relief of 
disasters by which other dioceses and regions are affected.

7. Let them especially embrace in brotherly affection those bishops who, for the sake of Christ, are 
plagued with slander and indigence, detained in prisons, or held back from their ministry. They 
should take an active brotherly interest in them so that their sufferings may be assuaged and 
alleviated through the prayers and good works of their confreres. 

II. Bishops and the Apostolic See 
8. (a) To bishops, as successors of the Apostles, in the dioceses entrusted to them, there belongs per 
se all the ordinary, proper, and immediate authority which is required for the exercise of their 
pastoral office. But this never in any way infringes upon the power which the Roman pontiff has, by 
virtue of his office, of reserving cases to himself or to some other authority.

(b) The general law of the Church grants the faculty to each diocesan bishop to dispense, in a 
particular case, the faithful over whom they legally exercise authority as often as they judge that it 
contributes to their spiritual welfare, except in those cases which have been especially reserved by 
the supreme authority of the Church. 

9. In exercising supreme, full, and immediate power in the universal Church, the Roman pontiff 
makes use of the departments of the Roman Curia which, therefore, perform their duties in his name 
and with his authority for the good of the churches and in the service of the sacred pastors.

The fathers of this sacred council, however, desire that these departments-which have furnished 
distinguished assistance to the Roman pontiff and the pastors of the Church-be reorganized and 
better adapted to the needs of the times, regions, and rites especially as regards their number, name, 
competence and peculiar method of' procedure, as well as the coordination of work among them.(8) 
The fathers also desire that, in view of the very nature of the pastoral office proper to the bishops, 
the office of legates of the Roman pontiff be more precisely determined.

10. Furthermore, since these departments are established for the good of the universal Church, it is 
desirable that their members, officials, and consultors as well as legates of the Roman pontiff be 
more widely taken from various regions of the Church, insofar as it is possible. In such a way the 
offices and central organs of the Catholic Church will exhibit a truly universal character.

It is also desired that some bishops, too-especially diocesan bishops-will be chosen as members of 
the departments, for they will be able to report more fully to the supreme pontiff the thinking, the 
desires, and the needs of all the churches. 

Finally, the fathers of the council think it would be most advantageous if these same departments 
would listen more attentively to laymen who are outstanding for their virtue, knowledge, and 
experience. In such a way they will have an appropriate share in Church affairs. 

CHAPTER II 

BISHOPS AND THEIR PARTICULAR CHURCHES OR DIOCESES 

I. Diocesan Bishops 
11. A diocese is a portion of the people of God which is entrusted to a bishop to be shepherded by 
him with the cooperation of the presbytery. Thus by adhering to its pastor and gathered together by 
him through the Gospel and the Eucharist in the Holy Spirit, it constitutes a particular church in 
which the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church of Christ is truly present and operative. 

Individual bishops who have been entrusted with the care of a particular church-under the authority 
of the supreme pontiff-feed their sheep in the name of the Lord as their own, ordinary, and 
immediate pastors, performing for them the office of teaching, sanctifying, and governing. 



Nevertheless, they should recognize the rights which legitimately belong to patriarchs or other 
hierarchical authorities.(1)

Bishops should dedicate themselves to their apostolic office as witness of Christ before all men. 
They should not only look after those who already follow the Prince of Pastors but should also 
wholeheartedly devote themselves to those who have strayed in any way from the path of truth or 
are ignorant of the Gospel of Christ and His saving mercy until finally all men walk "in all 
goodness and justice and truth" (Eph. 5:9).

12. In exercising their duty of teaching-which is conspicuous among the principal duties of 
bishops(2)-they should announce the Gospel of Christ to men, calling them to a faith in the power 
of the Spirit or confirming them in a living faith. They should expound the whole mystery of Christ 
to them, namely, those truths the ignorance of which is ignorance of Christ. At the same time they 
should point out the divinely revealed way to give glory to God and thereby to attain to eternal 
happiness.(3) 

They should show, moreover, that earthly goods and human institutions according to the plan of 
God the Creator are also disposed for man's salvation and therefore can contribute much to the 
building up of the body of Christ. 

Therefore, they should teach, according to the doctrine of the Church, the great value of these 
things: the human person with his freedom and bodily life, the family and its unity and stability, the 
procreation and education of children, civil society with its laws and professions, labor and leisure, 
the arts and technical inventions, poverty and affluence. Finally, they should set forth the ways by 
which are to be answered the most serious questions concerning the ownership, increase, and just 
distribution of material goods, peace and war, and brotherly relations among all countries.(4) 

13. The bishops should present Christian doctrine in a manner adapted to the needs of the times, 
that is to say, in a manner that will respond to the difficulties and questions by which people are 
especially burdened and troubled. They should also guard that doctrine, teaching the faithful to 
defend and propagate it. In propounding this doctrine they should manifest the maternal solicitude 
of the Church toward all men whether they be believers or not. With a special affection they should 
attend upon the poor and the lower classes to whom the Lord sent them to preach the Gospel. 

Since it is the mission of the Church to converse with the human society in which it lives,(5) it is 
especially the duty of bishops to seek out men and both request and promote dialogue with them. 
These conversations on salvation ought to be noted for clarity of speech as well as humility and 
mildness in order that at all times truth may be joined to charity and understanding with love. 
Likewise they should be noted for due prudence joined with trust, which fosters friendship and thus 
is capable of bringing about a union of minds.(6) 

They should also strive to make use of the various media at hand nowadays for proclaiming 
Christian doctrine, namely, first of all, preaching and catechetical instruction which always hold the 
first place, then the presentation of this doctrine in schools, academies, conferences, and meetings 
of every kind, and finally its dissemination through public statements at times of outstanding events 
as well as by the press and various other media of communication, which by all means ought to be 
used in proclaiming the Gospel of Christ.(7)

14. Bishops should take pains that catechetical instruction-which is intended to make the faith, as 
illumined by teaching, a vital, explicit and effective force in the lives of men-be given with sedulous 
care to both children and adolescents, youths and adults. In this instruction a suitable arrangement 
should be observed as well as a method suited to the matter that is being treated and to the 
character, ability, age, and circumstances of the life of the students. Finally, they should see to it 
that this instruction is based on Sacred Scripture, tradition, the liturgy, magisterium, and life of the 
Church. 

Moreover, they should take care that catechists be properly trained for their function so that they 



will be thoroughly acquainted with the doctrine of the Church and will have both a theoretical and a 
practical knowledge of the laws of psychology and of pedagogical methods. 

Bishops should also strive to renew or at least adapt in a better way the instruction of adult 
catechumens. 

15. In exercising their office of sanctifying, bishops should be mindful that they have been taken 
from among men and appointed their representative before God in order to offer gifts and sacrifices 
for sins. Bishops enjoy the fullness of the sacrament of orders and both presbyters and deacons are 
dependent upon them in the exercise of their authority. For the presbyters are the prudent fellow 
workers of the episcopal order and are themselves consecrated as true priests of the New Testament, 
just as deacons are ordained for the ministry and serve the people of God in communion with the 
bishop and his presbytery. Therefore bishops are the principal dispensers of the mysteries of God, 
as well as being the governors, promoters, and guardians of the entire liturgical life in the church 
committed to them.(8)

They should, therefore, constantly exert themselves to have the faithful know and live the paschal 
mystery more deeply through the Eucharist and thus become a firmly-knit body in the unity of the 
charity of Christ.(9) "Intent upon prayer and the ministry of the word" (Acts 6:4), they should 
devote their labor to this end that all those committed to their care may be of one mind in prayer(10) 
and through the reception of the sacraments may grow in grace and be faithful witnesses to the 
Lord. 

As those who lead others to perfection, bishops should be diligent in fostering holiness among their 
clerics, religious, and laity according to the special vocation of each.(11) They should also be 
mindful of their obligation to give an example of holiness in charity, humility, and simplicity of life. 
Let them so hallow the churches entrusted to them that the feeling of the universal Church of Christ 
may shine forth fully in them. For that reason they should foster priestly and religious vocations as 
much as possible, and should take a special interest in missionary vocations. 

16. In exercising their office of father and pastor, bishops should stand in the midst of their people 
as those who serve.(12) Let them be good shepherds who know their sheep and whose sheep know 
them. Let them be true fathers who excel in the spirit of love and solicitude for all and to whose 
divinely conferred authority all gratefully submit themselves. Let them so gather and mold the 
whole family of their flock that everyone, conscious of his own duties, may live and work in the 
communion of love.

In order effectively to accomplish these things, bishops, "ready for every good work" (2 Tim. 2:21) 
and "enduring all things for the sake of the chosen ones" (2 Tim. 2:10), should arrange their life in 
such a way as to accommodate it to the needs of our times. 

Bishops should always embrace priests with a special love since the latter to the best of their ability 
assume the bishops' anxieties and carry them on day by day so zealously. They should regard the 
priests as sons and friends(13) and be ready to listen to them. Through their trusting familiarity with 
their priests they should strive to promote the whole pastoral work of the entire diocese.

They should be solicitous for the spiritual, intellectual and material welfare of the priests so that the 
latter can live holy and pious lives and fulfill their ministry faithfully and fruitfully. Therefore, they 
should encourage institutes and hold special meetings in which priests might gather from time to 
time both for the performance of longer exercises and the renewal of their spiritual life and for the 
acquisition of deeper subjects, especially Sacred Scripture and theology, the more important social 
questions, and the new methods of pastoral activity.

With active mercy bishops should pursue priests who are involved in any danger or who have failed 
in certain respects. 

In order to be able to look more closely to the welfare of the faithful according to the condition of 
each one, bishops should strive to become duly acquainted with their needs in the social 



circumstances in which they live. Therefore, they ought to employ suitable methods, especially 
social research. They should manifest their concern for everyone, no matter what their age, 
condition, or nationality, be they natives, strangers, or foreigners. In exercising this pastoral care 
they should preserve for their faithful the share proper to them in Church affairs; they should also 
respect their duty and right of actively collaborating in the building up of the Mystical Body of 
Christ.

They should deal lovingly with the separated brethren, urging the faithful also to conduct 
themselves with great kindness and charity in their regard and fostering ecumenism as it is 
understood by the Church.(14) They should also have a place in their hearts for the non-baptized so 
that upon them too there may shine the charity of Christ Jesus, to whom the bishops are witnesses 
before all men.

17. Various forms of the apostolate should be encouraged, and in the whole diocese or in any 
particular areas of it the coordination and close connection of all apostolic works should be fostered 
under the direction of the bishop. Thus all undertakings and organizations, be they catechetical, 
missionary, charitable, social, familial, educational, or anything else pursuing a pastoral aim, should 
be directed toward harmonious action. Thus at the same time the unity of the diocese will also be 
made more evident.

The faithful should be earnestly urged to assume their duty of carrying on the apostolate, each 
according to his state in life and ability. They should be admonished to participate in and give aid to 
the various works of the apostolate of the laity, especially Catholic Action. Those associations 
should also be promoted and supported which either directly or indirectly pursue a supernatural 
objective, that is, either the attaining of a more perfect life, the spreading of the Gospel of Christ to 
all men, and the promoting of Christian doctrine or the increase of public worship, or the pursuing 
of social aims or the performing of works of piety and charity. 

The forms of the apostolate should be properly adapted to the needs of the present day with regard 
not only for man's spiritual and moral circumstances but also for his social, demographic, and 
economic conditions. Religious and social research, through offices of pastoral sociology, 
contributes much to the efficacious and fruitful attainment of that goal, and it is highly 
recommended.

18. Special concern should be shown for those among the faithful who, on account of their way of 
life, cannot sufficiently make use of the common and ordinary pastoral care of parish priests or are 
quite cut off from it. Among this group are the majority of migrants, exiles and refugees, seafarers, 
air-travelers, gypsies, and others of this kind. Suitable pastoral methods should also be promoted to 
sustain the spiritual life of those who go to other lands for a time for the sake of recreation. 

Episcopal conferences, especially national ones, should pay special attention to the very pressing 
problems concerning the above-mentioned groups. Through voluntary agreement and united efforts, 
they should look to and promote their spiritual care by means of suitable methods and institutions. 
They should also bear in mind the special rules either already laid down or to be laid down by the 
Apostolic See(15) which can be wisely adapted to the circumstances of time, place, and persons.

19. In discharging their apostolic office, which concerns the salvation of souls, bishops per se enjoy 
full and perfect freedom and independence from any civil authority. Hence, the exercise of their 
ecclesiastical office may not be hindered, directly or indirectly, nor may they be forbidden to 
communicate freely with the Apostolic See, or ecclesiastical authorities, or their subjects. 

Assuredly, while sacred pastors devote themselves to the spiritual care of their flock, they also in 
fact have regard for their social and civil progress and prosperity. According to the nature of their 
office and as behooves bishops, they collaborate actively with public authorities for this purpose 
and advocate obedience to just laws and reverence for legitimately constituted authorities.

20. Since the apostolic office of bishops was instituted by Christ the Lord and pursues a spiritual 



and supernatural purpose, this sacred ecumenical synod declares that the right of nominating and 
appointing bishops belongs properly, peculiarly, and per se exclusively to the competent 
ecclesiastical authority. 

Therefore, for the purpose of duly protecting the freedom of the Church and of promoting more 
conveniently and efficiently the welfare of the faithful, this holy council desires that in future no 
more rights or privileges of election, nomination, presentation, or designation for the office of 
bishop be granted to civil authorities. The civil authorities, on the other hand, whose favorable 
attitude toward the Church the sacred synod gratefully acknowledges and highly appreciates, are 
most kindly requested voluntarily to renounce the above-mentioned rights and privileges which 
they presently enjoy by reason of a treaty or custom, after discussing the matter with the Apostolic 
See. 

21. Since the pastoral office of bishops is so important and weighty, diocesan bishops and others 
regarded in law as their equals, who have become less capable of fulfilling their duties properly 
because of the increasing burden of age or some other serious reason, are earnestly requested to 
offer their resignation from office either at their own initiative or upon the invitation of the 
competent authority. If the competent authority should accept the resignation, it will make provision 
both for the suitable support of those who have resigned and for special rights to be accorded them. 

II. Diocesan Boundaries 
22. For a diocese to fulfill its purpose the nature of the Church must be clearly evident to the people 
of God who constitute that diocese. To this end also bishops must be able to carry out their pastoral 
duties effectively among their people. Finally, the welfare of the people of God must be served as 
perfectly as possible. 

All this demands, then, a proper determination of the boundaries of dioceses and a distribution of 
clergy and resources that is reasonable and in keeping with the needs of the apostolate. All these 
things will benefit not only the clergy and Christian people involved, but also the entire Catholic 
Church.

Concerning diocesan boundaries, therefore, this sacred synod decrees that, to the extent required by 
the good of souls, a fitting revision of diocesan boundaries be undertaken prudently and as soon as 
possible. This can be done by dividing dismembering or uniting them, or by changing their 
boundaries, or by determining a better place for the episcopal see or, finally, especially in the case 
of dioceses having larger cities, by providing them with a new internal organization. 

23. In revising diocesan boundaries first place must be accorded to organic unity of each diocese, 
with due regard to the personnel, the offices and institutions, which form, as it were, a living body. 
In individual cases all circumstances should be carefully studied and the general criteria which 
follow should be kept in mind.

1.) In determining a diocesan boundary, as far as possible consideration should be given the variety 
in composition of the people of God, for this can contribute greatly to a more effective exercise of 
the pastoral office. At the same time the natural population units of people, together with the civil 
jurisdictions and social institutions that compose their organic structure, should be preserved as far 
as possible as units. For this reason, obviously, the territory of each diocese should be continuous. 

Attention should also be given, if necessary, to civil boundaries and the special characteristics of 
regions and peoples, such as their psychological, economic, geographic and historical backgrounds. 

2.) The extent of the diocese and the number of its inhabitants should generally be such that, on the 
one hand, the bishop himself- even though assisted by others-can officiate at pontifical functions, 
make pastoral visitations, faithfully direct and coordinate all the works of the apostolate in the 
diocese and know well especially his priests, and also the religious and lay people who are engaged 
in diocesan projects. On the other hand, an adequate and suitable area should be provided so that 
bishop and clergy, mindful also of the needs of the universal Church, can usefully devote all their 



energies to the ministry.

3.) Finally, in order that the ministry of salvation be more effectively carried out in each diocese, it 
should be considered a general rule that each diocese have clergy, in number and qualifications at 
least sufficient, for the proper care of the people of God; also, there should be no lack of the offices, 
institutions and organizations which are proper to the particular church and which experience has 
shown necessary for its efficient government and apostolate; finally, resources for the support of 
personnel and institutions should be at hand or at least prudently foreseen in prospect.

For this same purpose, where there are faithful of a different rite, the diocesan bishop should 
provide for their spiritual needs either through priests or parishes of that rite or through an episcopal 
vicar endowed with the necessary faculties. Wherever it is fitting, the last named should also have 
episcopal rank. Otherwise the Ordinary himself may perform the office of an Ordinary of different 
rites. If for certain reasons, these prescriptions are not applicable in the judgment of the Apostolic 
See, then a proper hierarchy for the different rites is to be established.(16) 

Also, where similar situations exist, provision should be made for the faithful of different language 
groups, either through priests or parishes of the same language, or through an episcopal vicar well 
versed in the language-and if needs be having the episcopal dignity- or at least in some other more 
appropriate way. 

24. In order to bring about the changes and alterations of dioceses as set forth in numbers 22-23-and 
leaving untouched the discipline of the Oriental Churches-it is desirable that the competent 
episcopal conferences examine these matters each for its respective territory. If deemed opportune, 
they may employ a special episcopal commission for this purpose, but always taking into account 
the opinions of the bishops of the provinces or regions concerned. Finally, they are to propose their 
recommendations and desires to the Apostolic See. 

III. Assistants in the Pastoral Office of the Diocesan Bishops 

1. Coadjutor and auxiliary bishops 

25. The pastoral office of Bishops should be so constituted for the governing of dioceses that the 
good of the Lord's flock is always the supreme consideration. Rightly to achieve this goal, auxiliary 
bishops will frequently be appointed because the diocesan bishop cannot personally fulfill all his 
episcopal duties as the good of souls demands, either because of the vast extent of the diocese or the 
great number of its inhabitants, or because of the special nature of the apostolate or other reasons of 
a different nature. Sometimes, in fact, a particular need requires that a coadjutor bishop be 
appointed to assist the diocesan bishop. Coadjutor and auxiliary bishops should be granted those 
faculties necessary for rendering their work more effective and safeguarding the dignity proper to 
bishops. This, of course, should always be accomplished without detriment to the unity of the 
diocesan administration and the authority of the diocesan bishop. 

Furthermore, coadjutor and auxiliary bishops, since they are called to share part of the burden of the 
diocesan bishops, so should exercise their office that they may proceed in all matters in single-
minded agreement with him. In addition, they should always show respect and reverence for the 
diocesan bishop and he, in turn, should have a fraternal love for coadjutor and auxiliary bishops and 
hold them in esteem.

26. To the extent that the good of souls demands, the diocesan bishop should not hesitate to ask the 
competent authority for one or more auxiliaries who will be appointed for the diocese without the 
right of succession.

If there is no provision for it in the letter of nomination, the diocesan bishop is to appoint his 
auxiliary or auxiliaries as vicar generals or at least as episcopal vicars. They shall be dependent 
upon his authority only and he may wish to consult them in examining questions of major 
importance, especially of a pastoral nature. 

Unless competent authority has otherwise determined, the powers and faculties which auxiliary 



bishops have by law do not cease when the office of the diocesan bishop comes to an end. It is also 
desirable that when the See is vacant the office of ruling the diocese-unless some serious reasons 
persuade otherwise-should be committed to the auxiliary bishop or, when there are more than one, 
to one of the auxiliaries.

A coadjutor bishop, appointed with the right of succession, must always be named vicar general by 
the diocesan bishop. In particular cases the competent authority can grant him even more extensive 
faculties.

In order to provide for the greatest possible present and future good of the diocese, the diocesan 
bishop and his coadjutor should not fail to consult with each other on matters of great importance. 

2. The diocesan curia and commissions 

27. The most important office in the diocesan curia is that of vicar general. However, as often as the 
proper government of the diocese requires it, one or more episcopal vicars can be named by the 
bishop. These automatically enjoy the same authority which the common law grants the vicar 
general, but only for a certain part of the diocese, or for a determined type of transaction or for the 
faithful of a determined rite. 

Among the collaborators of the bishop in the government of the diocese are numbered those 
presbyters who constitute his senate, or council, such as the cathedral chapter, the board of 
consultors or other committees according to the circumstances or nature of various localities. These 
institutions, especially the cathedral chapters, should be reorganized wherever necessary in keeping 
with present day needs.

Priests and lay people who belong to the diocesan curia should realize that they are making a 
helpful contribution to the pastoral ministry of the bishop. 

The diocesan curia should be so organized that it is an appropriate instrument for the bishop, not 
only for administering the diocese but also for carrying out the works of the apostolate.

It is greatly desired that in each diocese a pastoral commission will be established over which the 
diocesan bishop himself will preside and in which specially chosen clergy, religious and lay people 
will participate. The duty of this commission will be to investigate and weigh pastoral undertakings 
and to formulate practical conclusions regarding them. 

3. The diocesan clergy 
28. All presbyters, both diocesan and religious, participate in and exercise with the bishop the one 
priesthood of Christ and are thereby constituted prudent cooperators of the episcopal order. In the 
care of souls, however, the first place is held by diocesan priests who are incardinated or attached to 
a particular church, for they have fully dedicated themselves in the service of caring for a single 
portion of the Lord's flock. In consequence, they form one presbytery and one family whose father 
is the bishop. In order to distribute more equitably and properly the sacred ministries among his 
priests, the bishop should possess a necessary freedom in bestowing offices and benefices. 
Therefore, rights or privileges which in any way limit this freedom are to be suppressed. 

The relationships between the bishop and the diocesan priests should rest most especially upon the 
bonds of supernatural charity so that the harmony of the will of the priests with that of their bishop 
will render their pastoral activity more fruitful. Wherefore, for the sake of greater service to souls, 
let the bishop call the priests into dialogue, especially about pastoral matters. This he should do not 
only on a given occasion but at regularly fixed intervals insofar as this is possible. 

Furthermore all diocesan priests should be united among themselves and so should share a genuine 
concern for the spiritual welfare of the whole diocese. They should also be mindful that the benefits 
they receive by reason of their ecclesiastical office are closely bound up with their sacred work. 
Therefore they should contribute generously, as the bishop may direct and as their means permit, to 
the material needs of the diocese. 



29. The closer collaborators of the bishop are those priests who are charged with a pastoral office or 
apostolic organizations of a supra-parochial nature, whether in a certain area of the diocese or 
among special groups of the faithful or with respect to a specific kind of activity. 

Priests assigned by the bishop to various works of the apostolate, whether in schools or in other 
institutions or associations, contribute an exceedingly valuable assistance. Those priests also who 
are engaged in supra-diocesan works are commended to the special consideration of the bishop in 
whose diocese they reside, for they perform outstanding works of the apostolate.

30. Pastors, however, are cooperators of the bishop in a very special way, for as pastors in their own 
name they are entrusted with the care of souls in a certain part of the diocese under the bishop's 
authority. 

1.) In exercising this care of souls, pastors and their assistants should so fulfill their duty of 
teaching, sanctifying and governing that the faithful and the parish communities will truly realize 
that they are members both of the diocese and of the universal Church. For this reason, they should 
collaborate with other pastors and priests who exercise a pastoral office in the area (such as vicars 
forane and deans), as well as with those engaged in works of a supra-parochial nature. In this way 
the pastoral work in the diocese will be unified and made more effective.

Moreover, the care of souls should always be infused with a missionary spirit so that it reaches out 
as it should to everyone living within the parish boundaries. If the pastor cannot contact certain 
groups of people, he should seek the assistance of others, even laymen who can assist him in the 
apostolate.

To render the care of souls more efficacious, community life for priests-especially those attached to 
the same parish-is highly recommended. This way of living, while it encourages apostolic action, 
also affords an example of charity and unity to the faithful. 

2.) In the exercise of their teaching office it is the duty of pastors to preach God's word to all the 
Christian people so that, rooted in faith, hope and charity, they will grow in Christ, and as a 
Christian community bear witness to that charity which the Lord commended.(17) It is also the duty 
of pastors to bring the faithful to a full knowledge of the mystery of salvation through a catechetical 
instruction which is consonant with each one's age. In imparting this instruction they should seek 
not only the assistance of religious but also the cooperation of the laity, establishing also the 
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine.

In discharging their duty of sanctifying their people, pastors should see to it that the celebration of 
the Eucharistic Sacrifice is the center and culmination of the whole life of the Christian community. 
They should labor without stint that the faithful are nourished with spiritual food through the devout 
and frequent reception of the Sacraments and through intelligent and active participation in the 
Liturgy. Pastors should also be mindful of how much the sacrament of Penance contributes to 
developing the Christian life and, therefore, should always make themselves available to hear the 
confessions of the faithful. If necessary, they should invite the assistance of priests who are 
experienced in various languages.

In fulfilling their office as shepherd, pastors should take pains to know their own flock. Since they 
are the servants of all the sheep, they should encourage a full Christian life among the individual 
faithful and also in families, in associations especially dedicated to the apostolate, and in the whole 
parish community. Therefore, they should visit homes and schools to the extent that their pastoral 
work demands. They should pay especial attention to adolescents and youth. They should devote 
themselves with a paternal love to the poor and the sick. They should have a particular concern for 
workingmen. Finally, they should encourage the faithful to assist in the works of the apostolate.

3.) Assistant pastors, as cooperators with the pastor, make under the authority of the pastor an 
indispensable and active contribution to the pastoral ministry. Therefore, there should always be 
fraternal association, mutual charity and reverence between the pastor and his assistants. They 



should assist one another with counsel, help and example, providing a united will and common zeal 
in the service of the parish.

31. In forming a judgment on the suitability of a priest for the administration of any parish the 
bishop should take into consideration not only his knowledge of doctrine but also his piety, 
apostolic zeal and other gifts and qualities which are necessary for the proper exercise of the care of 
souls. 

Now the parish exists solely for the good of souls. Wherefore, the bishop should be able to provide 
more easily and effectively for vacant pastorates. To this end all rights whatsoever of presentation, 
nomination, reservation, excepting the right of Religious-and where it exists, the law of concursus 
whether general or particular-are to be suppressed.

Pastors should enjoy in their respective parishes that stability of office which the good of souls 
demands. The distinction between removable and irremovable pastors is to be abrogated and the 
procedure for transferring and removing pastors is to be re-examined and simplified. In this way the 
bishop, while observing natural and canonical equity, can better provide for the needs of the good of 
souls. 

Pastors who are unable to fulfill their office properly and fruitfully because of the increasing burden 
of old age or some other serious reason are urgently requested to tender their resignation voluntarily 
upon the invitation of the bishop. The bishop should provide suitable support for those who have 
resigned.

32. Finally, the same concern for souls should be the basis for determining or reconsidering the 
erection or suppression of parishes and any other changes of this kind which the bishop is 
empowered to undertake on his own authority. 

4. Religious
33. (In all that follows with Religious are included also the members of other institutes who profess 
the evangelical counsels.) All Religious have the duty, each according to his proper vocation, of 
cooperating zealously and diligently in building up and increasing the whole Mystical Body of 
Christ and for the good of the particular churches. 

It is their first duty to foster these objectives by prayer, works of penance and the example of their 
own life for which this sacred synod strongly urges them to increase their esteem and zeal. With due 
consideration for the character proper to each religious community, they should also enter more 
vigorously into the external works of the apostolate.

34. Religious priests are by consecration assumed into the responsibilities of the presbyterate so as 
to become themselves the prudent cooperators of the episcopal order. Today they can be of even 
greater help to bishops in view of the greater needs of souls. Therefore, they can be said in a real 
sense to belong to the clergy of the diocese inasmuch as they share in the care of souls and in 
carrying out works of the apostolate under the authority of the prelates.

Other members of religious communities, both men and women, also belong in a special way to the 
diocesan family and offer great assistance to the sacred hierarchy. With the increasing demands of 
the apostolate they can and should offer that assistance even more and more.

35. In order that the works of the apostolate be carried out harmoniously in individual dioceses and 
that the unity of diocesan discipline be preserved intact, these principles are established as 
fundamental:

1.) All Religious should always look upon the bishops, as upon successors of the Apostles, with 
devoted respect and reverence. Whenever they are legitimately called upon to undertake works of 
the apostolate, they are obliged to discharge their duties as active and obedient helpers of the 
bishops.(18) Indeed, Religious should consider it an honor to respond promptly and faithfully to the 
requests and desires of the bishops and in such a way they may assume an even more ample role in 



the ministry of human salvation. This they should do with due respect for the character of their 
institute and in keeping with their constitutions which, if needs be, should be accommodated to this 
goal in accord with the principles of this conciliar decree.

Especially in view of the urgent need of souls and the scarcity of diocesan clergy, Religious 
communities which the not dedicated exclusively to the contemplative life can be called upon by 
the bishops to assist in various pastoral ministries. They should, however, keep in mind the 
particular character of each community. Superiors should encourage this work to the utmost, by 
accepting parishes, even on a temporary basis.

2.) Religious engaged in the active apostolate, however, must always be imbued with the spirit of 
their Religious community, and remain faithful to the observance of their rule and spirit of 
submissiveness due to their own superiors. Bishops should not neglect to impress this obligation 
upon them.

3. ) The institute of exemption, by which Religious are called to the service of the supreme pontiff 
or other ecclesiastical authority and withdrawn from the jurisdiction of bishops, refers chiefly to the 
internal order of their communities so that in them all things may be properly coordinated and the 
growth and perfection of the Religious common life promoted.(19) These communities are also 
exempt so that the supreme pontiff can dispose of them for the good of the universal Church(20) 
and any other competent authority for the good of the churches under its own jurisdiction. 

This exemption, however, does not exclude Religious in individual dioceses from the jurisdiction of 
bishops in accordance with the norm of law, insofar as the performance of their pastoral office and 
the right ordering of the care of souls requires.(21)

4.) All Religious, exempt and non-exempt, are subject to the authority of the local Ordinaries in 
those things which pertain to the public exercise of divine worship-except where differences in rites 
are concerned-the care of souls, the sacred preaching intended for the people, the religious and 
moral education of the Christian faithful, especially of the children, catechetical instruction and 
liturgical formation. They are subject to the local Ordinary also in what pertains to the decorum 
proper to the clerical state as well as in the various works which concern the exercise of the sacred 
apostolate. Catholic schools conducted by Religious are also subject to the authority of the local 
Ordinaries for purposes of general policy- making and vigilance, but the right of Religious to direct 
them remains intact. Religious also are bound to observe all those things which councils or 
conferences of bishops shall legitimately prescribe for observance by all.

5.) A well-ordered cooperation is to be encouraged between various religious communities and 
between them and the diocesan clergy. There should also be a very close coordination of all 
apostolic works and activities which especially depend upon a supernatural attitude of hearts and 
minds, rooted in and founded upon charity. The Apostolic See is competent to supervise this 
coordination for the universal Church; sacred pastors are competent in their own respective 
dioceses: and patriarchal synods and episcopal conferences in their own territory.

For those works of the apostolate which Religious are to undertake, bishops or episcopal 
conferences, religious superiors or conferences of major religious superiors should take action only 
after mutual consultations. 

6. ) In order to foster harmonious and fruitful mutual relations between bishops and religious, at 
stated times and as often as it is deemed opportune, bishops and religious superiors should meet to 
discuss those affairs which pertain to the apostolate in their territory. 

CHAPTER III 
CONCERNING BISHOPS COOPERATING FOR THE COMMON GOOD OF MANY 

CHURCHES 
I. Synods, Councils and especially Episcopal Conferences 



36. From the very first centuries of the Church bishops, as rulers of individual churches, were 
deeply moved by the communion of fraternal charity and zeal for the universal mission entrusted to 
the Apostles. And so they pooled their abilities and their wills for the common good and for the 
welfare of the individual churches. Thus came into being synods, provincial councils and plenary 
councils in which bishops established for various churches the way to be followed in teaching the 
truths of faith and ordering ecclesiastical discipline. 

This sacred ecumenical synod earnestly desires that the venerable institution of synods and councils 
flourish with fresh vigor. In such a way faith will be deepened and discipline preserved more 
fittingly and efficaciously in the various churches, as the needs of the times require.

37. In these days especially bishops frequently are unable to fulfill their office effectively and 
fruitfully unless they develop a common effort involving constant growth in harmony and closeness 
of ties with other bishops. Episcopal conferences already established in many nations-have 
furnished outstanding proofs of a more fruitful apostolate. Therefore, this sacred synod considers it 
to be supremely fitting that everywhere bishops belonging to the same nation or region form an 
association which would meet at fixed times. Thus, when the insights of prudence and experience 
have been shared and views exchanged, there will emerge a holy union of energies in the service of 
the common good of the churches. 

Wherefore, this sacred synod decrees the following concerning episcopal conferences: 

38. 1.) An episcopal conference is, as it were, a council in which the bishops of a given nation or 
territory jointly exercise their pastoral office to promote the greater good which the Church offers 
mankind, especially through the forms and methods of the apostolate fittingly adapted to the 
circumstances of the age. 

2. ) Members of the episcopal conference are all local Ordinaries of every rite-excluding vicar 
generals-and coadjutors, auxiliaries and other titular bishops who perform a special work entrusted 
to them by the Apostolic See or the episcopal conferences. Other titular bishops, legates of the 
Roman pontiff, because of their exceptional office in the territory are not de iure members of the 
conferences. Local Ordinaries and coadjutors hold a deliberative vote. Auxiliaries and other bishops 
who have a right to attend the conference will hold either a deliberative or a consultative vote, as 
the statutes of the conference determine.

3.) Each episcopal conference is to draft its own statutes for recognition by the Apostolic See. In 
these statutes, among other things, offices should be established which will aid in achieving its 
purpose more efficaciously, for example, a permanent board of bishops, episcopal commissions and 
a general secretariat.

4.) Decisions of the episcopal conference, provided they have been approved legitimately and by 
the votes of at least two-thirds of the prelates who have a deliberative vote in the conference, and 
have been recognized by the Apostolic See, are to have juridically binding force only in those cases 
prescribed by the common law or determined by a special mandate of the Apostolic See, given 
either spontaneously or in response to a petition of the conference itself. 

5.) Wherever special circumstances require and with the approbation of the Apostolic See, bishops 
of many nations can establish a single conference. 

Communications between episcopal conferences of different nations should be especially 
encouraged in order to promote and safeguard the common good. 

6.) It is highly recommended that the prelates of the Oriental Churches, promoting the discipline of 
their own churches in synods and efficaciously fostering works for the good of religion, should take 
into account also the common good of the whole territory where many churches of different rites 
exist. They should exchange views at inter-ritual meetings in keeping with norms to be given by the 
competent authority.

II. The. Boundaries of Ecclesiastical Provinces and the Erection of Ecclesiastical Regions 



39. The good of souls requires fitting boundaries not only for dioceses but also for ecclesiastical 
provinces; indeed it sometimes counsels the establishment of new ecclesiastical regions. Thus the 
needs of the apostolate will be better met in keeping with social and local circumstances. Thus, too, 
the relationships of the bishops with each other and with their metropolitans, and with other bishops 
of the same nation and even between bishops and civil authorities will be rendered easier and more 
fruitful. 

40. Therefore, in order to accomplish these aims this sacred synod decrees as follows:

1. ) The boundaries of ecclesiastical provinces are to be submitted to an early review and the 
rights and privileges of metropolitans are to be defined by new and suitable norms. 

2. ) As a general rule all dioceses and other territorial divisions that are by law equivalent to 
dioceses should be attached to an ecclesiastical province. Therefore dioceses which are now 
directly subject to the Apostolic See and which are not united to any other are either to be 
brought together to form a new ecclesiastical province, if that be possible, or else attached to 
that province which is nearer or more convenient. They are to be made subject to the 
metropolitan jurisdiction of the bishop, in keeping with the norms of the common law. 

3. ) Wherever advantageous, ecclesiastical provinces should be grouped into ecclesiastical 
regions for the structure of which juridical provision is to be made. 

41. It is fitting that the competent episcopal conferences examine the question of boundaries of such 
provinces and the establishment of regions in keeping with the norms given with respect to diocesan 
boundaries in numbers 23-24. They are then to submit their suggestions and desires to the Apostolic 
See.

III. Bishops Having an Inter-Diocesan Office 
42. Since pastoral needs require more and more that some pastoral undertakings be directed and 
carried forward as joint projects, it is fitting that certain offices be created for the service of all or 
many dioceses of a determined region or nation. These offices can be filled by bishops. 

This sacred synod recommends that between the prelates or bishops serving in these offices and the 
diocesan bishops and the episcopal conferences, there exist always fraternal association and 
harmonious cooperation in the expression of pastoral concern. 

These relationships should also be clearly defined by common law.

43. Since, because of the unique conditions of their way of life, the spiritual care of military 
personnel requires special consideration, there should be established in every nation, if possible, a 
military vicariate. Both the military vicar and the chaplains should devote themselves unsparingly to 
this difficult work in complete cooperation with the diocesan bishops.(1)

Diocesan bishops should release to the military vicar a sufficient number of priests who are 
qualified for this serious work. At the same time they should promote all endeavors which will 
improve the spiritual welfare of military personnel.(2) 

GENERAL DIRECTIVE 
44. This sacred synod prescribes that in the revision of the code of canon law suitable laws be 
drawn up in keeping with the principles stated in this decree. Due consideration should also be 
given the observations made by the commissions and the council Fathers. 

This sacred synod also prescribes that general directories be prepared treating of the care of souls 
for the use of both bishops and pastors. Thus they will be provided with certain methods which will 
help them to discharge their own pastoral office with greater ease and effectiveness.

There should be prepared also a particular directory concerning the pastoral care of special groups 
of the faithful as the different circumstances of individual nations or regions require. Another 
directory should be composed concerning the catechetical instruction of the Christian people; this 
directory will consider the fundamental principles of such instruction, its disposition and the 



composition of books on the subject. In preparing these directories, special attention should be 
given to the views which have been expressed both by the commissions and the council Fathers. 
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1. A sense of the dignity of the human person has been impressing itself more and more deeply on 
the consciousness of contemporary man,(1) and the demand is increasingly made that men should 
act on their own judgment, enjoying and making use of a responsible freedom, not driven by 
coercion but motivated by a sense of duty. The demand is likewise made that constitutional limits 
should be set to the powers of government, in order that there may be no encroachment on the 
rightful freedom of the person and of associations. This demand for freedom in human society 
chiefly regards the quest for the values proper to the human spirit. It regards, in the first place, the 
free exercise of religion in society. This Vatican Council takes careful note of these desires in the 
minds of men. It proposes to declare them to be greatly in accord with truth and justice. To this end, 
it searches into the sacred tradition and doctrine of the Church-the treasury out of which the Church 
continually brings forth new things that are in harmony with the things that are old. 

First, the council professes its belief that God Himself has made known to mankind the way in 
which men are to serve Him, and thus be saved in Christ and come to blessedness. We believe that 
this one true religion subsists in the Catholic and Apostolic Church, to which the Lord Jesus 
committed the duty of spreading it abroad among all men. Thus He spoke to the Apostles: "Go, 
therefore, and 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 enjoined upon you" 
(Matt. 28: 19-20). On their part, all men are bound to seek the truth, especially in what concerns 
God and His Church, and to embrace the truth they come to know, and to hold fast to it.

This Vatican Council likewise professes its belief that it is upon the human conscience that these 
obligations fall and exert their binding force. The truth cannot impose itself except by virtue of its 
own truth, as it makes its entrance into the mind at once quietly and with power.

Religious freedom, in turn, which men demand as necessary to fulfill their duty to worship God, has 
to do with immunity from coercion in civil society. Therefore it leaves untouched traditional 
Catholic doctrine on the moral duty of men and societies toward the true religion and toward the 
one Church of Christ.

Over and above all this, the council intends to develop the doctrine of recent popes on the inviolable 
rights of the human person and the constitutional order of society.

2. This Vatican Council declares that the human person has a right to religious freedom. This 
freedom means that all men are to be immune from coercion on the part of individuals or of social 
groups and of any human power, in such wise that no one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary 
to his own beliefs, whether privately or publicly, whether alone or in association with others, within 
due limits.

The council further declares that the right to religious freedom has its foundation in the very dignity 
of the human person as this dignity is known through the revealed word of God and by reason 
itself.(2) This right of the human person to religious freedom is to be recognized in the 
constitutional law whereby society is governed and thus it is to become a civil right.

It is in accordance with their dignity as persons-that is, beings endowed with reason and free will 
and therefore privileged to bear personal responsibility-that all men should be at once impelled by 
nature and also bound by a moral obligation to seek the truth, especially religious truth. They are 
also bound to adhere to the truth, once it is known, and to order their whole lives in accord with the 
demands of truth However, men cannot discharge these obligations in a manner in keeping with 
their own nature unless they enjoy immunity from external coercion as well as psychological 
freedom. Therefore the right to religious freedom has its foundation not in the subjective disposition 
of the person, but in his very nature. In consequence, the right to this immunity continues to exist 
even in those who do not live up to their obligation of seeking the truth and adhering to it and the 
exercise of this right is not to be impeded, provided that just public order be observed.

3. Further light is shed on the subject if one considers that the highest norm of human life is the 
divine law-eternal, objective and universal-whereby God orders, directs and governs the entire 



universe and all the ways of the human community by a plan conceived in wisdom and love. Man 
has been made by God to participate in this law, with the result that, under the gentle disposition of 
divine Providence, he can come to perceive ever more fully the truth that is unchanging. Wherefore 
every man has the duty, and therefore the right, to seek the truth in matters religious in order that he 
may with prudence form for himself right and true judgments of conscience, under use of all 
suitable means.

Truth, however, is to be sought after in a manner proper to the dignity of the human person and his 
social nature. The inquiry is to be free, carried on with the aid of teaching or instruction, 
communication and dialogue, in the course of which men explain to one another the truth they have 
discovered, or think they have discovered, in order thus to assist one another in the quest for truth.

Moreover, as the truth is discovered, it is by a personal assent that men are to adhere to it.

On his part, man perceives and acknowledges the imperatives of the divine law through the 
mediation of conscience. In all his activity a man is bound to follow his conscience in order that he 
may come to God, the end and purpose of life. It follows that he is not to be forced to act in manner 
contrary to his conscience. Nor, on the other hand, is he to be restrained from acting in accordance 
with his conscience, especially in matters religious. The reason is that the exercise of religion, of its 
very nature, consists before all else in those internal, voluntary and free acts whereby man sets the 
course of his life directly toward God. No merely human power can either command or prohibit acts 
of this kind.(3) The social nature of man, however, itself requires that he should give external 
expression to his internal acts of religion: that he should share with others in matters religious; that 
he should profess his religion in community. Injury therefore is done to the human person and to the 
very order established by God for human life, if the free exercise of religion is denied in society, 
provided just public order is observed.

There is a further consideration. The religious acts whereby men, in private and in public and out of 
a sense of personal conviction, direct their lives to God transcend by their very nature the order of 
terrestrial and temporal affairs. Government therefore ought indeed to take account of the religious 
life of the citizenry and show it favor, since the function of government is to make provision for the 
common welfare. However, it would clearly transgress the limits set to its power, were it to 
presume to command or inhibit acts that are religious.

4. The freedom or immunity from coercion in matters religious which is the endowment of persons 
as individuals is also to be recognized as their right when they act in community. Religious 
communities are a requirement of the social nature both of man and of religion itself.

Provided the just demands of public order are observed, religious communities rightfully claim 
freedom in order that they may govern themselves according to their own norms, honor the 
Supreme Being in public worship, assist their members in the practice of the religious life, 
strengthen them by instruction, and promote institutions in which they may join together for the 
purpose of ordering their own lives in accordance with their religious principles.

Religious communities also have the right not to be hindered, either by legal measures or by 
administrative action on the part of government, in the selection, training, appointment, and 
transferral of their own ministers, in communicating with religious authorities and communities 
abroad, in erecting buildings for religious purposes, and in the acquisition and use of suitable funds 
or properties.

Religious communities also have the right not to be hindered in their public teaching and witness to 
their faith, whether by the spoken or by the written word. However, in spreading religious faith and 
in introducing religious practices everyone ought at all times to refrain from any manner of action 
which might seem to carry a hint of coercion or of a kind of persuasion that would be dishonorable 
or unworthy, especially when dealing with poor or uneducated people. Such a manner of action 
would have to be considered an abuse of one's right and a violation of the right of others. 



In addition, it comes within the meaning of religious freedom that religious communities should not 
be prohibited from freely undertaking to show the special value of their doctrine in what concerns 
the organization of society and the inspiration of the whole of human activity. Finally, the social 
nature of man and the very nature of religion afford the foundation of the right of men freely to hold 
meetings and to establish educational, cultural, charitable and social organizations, under the 
impulse of their own religious sense.

5. The family, since it is a society in its own original right, has the right freely to live its own 
domestic religious life under the guidance of parents. Parents, moreover, have the right to 
determine, in accordance with their own religious beliefs, the kind of religious education that their 
children are to receive. Government, in consequence, must acknowledge the right of parents to 
make a genuinely free choice of schools and of other means of education, and the use of this 
freedom of choice is not to be made a reason for imposing unjust burdens on parents, whether 
directly or indirectly. Besides, the right of parents are violated, if their children are forced to attend 
lessons or instructions which are not in agreement with their religious beliefs, or if a single system 
of education, from which all religious formation is excluded, is imposed upon all. 

6. Since the common welfare of society consists in the entirety of those conditions of social life 
under which men enjoy the possibility of achieving their own perfection in a certain fullness of 
measure and also with some relative ease, it chiefly consists in the protection of the rights, and in 
the performance of the duties, of the human person.(4) Therefore the care of the right to religious 
freedom devolves upon the whole citizenry, upon social groups, upon government, and upon the 
Church and other religious communities, in virtue of the duty of all toward the common welfare, 
and in the manner proper to each.

The protection and promotion of the inviolable rights of man ranks among the essential duties of 
government.(5) Therefore government is to assume the safeguard of the religious freedom of all its 
citizens, in an effective manner, by just laws and by other appropriate means.

Government is also to help create conditions favorable to the fostering of religious life, in order that 
the people may be truly enabled to exercise their religious rights and to fulfill their religious duties, 
and also in order that society itself may profit by the moral qualities of justice and peace which have 
their origin in men's faithfulness to God and to His holy will. (6)

If, in view of peculiar circumstances obtaining among peoples, special civil recognition is given to 
one religious community in the constitutional order of society, it is at the same time imperative that 
the right of all citizens and religious communities to religious freedom should be recognized and 
made effective in practice.

Finally, government is to see to it that equality of citizens before the law, which is itself an element 
of the common good, is never violated, whether openly or covertly, for religious reasons. Nor is 
there to be discrimination among citizens.

It follows that a wrong is done when government imposes upon its people, by force or fear or other 
means, the profession or repudiation of any religion, or when it hinders men from joining or leaving 
a religious community. All the more is it a violation of the will of God and of the sacred rights of 
the person and the family of nations when force is brought to bear in any way in order to destroy or 
repress religion, either in the whole of mankind or in a particular country or in a definite 
community.

7. The right to religious freedom is exercised in human society: hence its exercise is subject to 
certain regulatory norms. In the use of all freedoms the moral principle of personal and social 
responsibility is to be observed. In the exercise of their rights, individual men and social groups are 
bound by the moral law to have respect both for the rights of others and for their own duties toward 
others and for the common welfare of all. Men are to deal with their fellows in justice and civility.

Furthermore, society has the right to defend itself against possible abuses committed on the pretext 



of freedom of religion. It is the special duty of government to provide this protection. However, 
government is not to act in an arbitrary fashion or in an unfair spirit of partisanship. Its action is to 
be controlled by juridical norms which are in conformity with the objective moral order. These 
norms arise out of the need for the effective safeguard of the rights of all citizens and for the 
peaceful settlement of conflicts of rights, also out of the need for an adequate care of genuine public 
peace, which comes about when men live together in good order and in true justice, and finally out 
of the need for a proper guardianship of public morality. 

These matters constitute the basic component of the common welfare: they are what is meant by 
public order. For the rest, the usages of society are to be the usages of freedom in their full range: 
that is, the freedom of man is to be respected as far as possible and is not to be curtailed except 
when and insofar as necessary.

8. Many pressures are brought to bear upon the men of our day, to the point where the danger arises 
lest they lose the possibility of acting on their own judgment. On the other hand, not a few can be 
found who seem inclined to use the name of freedom as the pretext for refusing to submit to 
authority and for making light of the duty of obedience. Wherefore this Vatican Council urges 
everyone, especially those who are charged with the task of educating others, to do their utmost to 
form men who, on the one hand, will respect the moral order and be obedient to lawful authority, 
and on the other hand, will be lovers of true freedom-men, in other words, who will come to 
decisions on their own judgment and in the light of truth, govern their activities with a sense of 
responsibility, and strive after what is true and right, willing always to join with others in 
cooperative effort.

Religious freedom therefore ought to have this further purpose and aim, namely, that men may 
come to act with greater responsibility in fulfilling their duties in community life.

9. The declaration of this Vatican Council on the right of man to religious freedom has its 
foundation in the dignity of the person, whose exigencies have come to be are fully known to 
human reason through centuries of experience. What is more, this doctrine of freedom has roots in 
divine revelation, and for this reason Christians are bound to respect it all the more conscientiously. 
Revelation does not indeed affirm in so many words the right of man to immunity from external 
coercion in matters religious. It does, however, disclose the dignity of the human person in its full 
dimensions. It gives evidence of the respect which Christ showed toward the freedom with which 
man is to fulfill his duty of belief in the word of God and it gives us lessons in the spirit which 
disciples of such a Master ought to adopt and continually follow. Thus further light is cast upon the 
general principles upon which the doctrine of this declaration on religious freedom is based. In 
particular, religious freedom in society is entirely consonant with the freedom of the act of Christian 
faith.

10. It is one of the major tenets of Catholic doctrine that man's response to God in faith must be 
free: no one therefore is to be forced to embrace the Christian faith against his own will.(8) This 
doctrine is contained in the word of God and it was constantly proclaimed by the Fathers of the 
Church.(7) The act of faith is of its very nature a free act. Man, redeemed by Christ the Savior and 
through Christ Jesus called to be God's adopted son,(9) cannot give his adherence to God revealing 
Himself unless, under the drawing of the Father,(10) he offers to God the reasonable and free 
submission of faith. It is therefore completely in accord with the nature of faith that in matters 
religious every manner of coercion on the part of men should be excluded. In consequence, the 
principle of religious freedom makes no small contribution to the creation of an environment in 
which men can without hindrance be invited to the Christian faith, embrace it of their own free will, 
and profess it effectively in their whole manner of life.

11. God calls men to serve Him in spirit and in truth, hence they are bound in conscience but they 
stand under no compulsion. God has regard for the dignity of the human person whom He Himself 
created and man is to be guided by his own judgment and he is to enjoy freedom. This truth appears 
at its height in Christ Jesus, in whom God manifested Himself and His ways with men. Christ is at 



once our Master and our Lord(11) and also meek and humble of heart.(12) In attracting and inviting 
His disciples He used patience.(13) He wrought miracles to illuminate His teaching and to establish 
its truth, but His intention was to rouse faith in His hearers and to confirm them in faith, not to exert 
coercion upon them.(14) He did indeed denounce the unbelief of some who listened to Him, but He 
left vengeance to God in expectation of the day of judgment.(15) When He sent His Apostles into 
the world, He said to them: "He who believes and is baptized will be saved. He who does not 
believe will be condemned" (Mark 16:16). But He Himself, noting that the cockle had been sown 
amid the wheat, gave orders that both should be allowed to grow until the harvest time, which will 
come at the end of the world.(16) He refused to be a political messiah, ruling by force:(17) He 
preferred to call Himself the Son of Man, who came "to serve and to give his life as a ransom for 
the many" (Mark 10:45). He showed Himself the perfect servant of God,(18) who "does not break 
the bruised reed nor extinguish the smoking flax" (Matt. 12:20).

He acknowledged the power of government and its rights, when He commanded that tribute be 
given to Caesar: but He gave clear warning that the higher rights of God are to be kept inviolate: 
"Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's and to God the things that are God's" (Matt. 22:21). 
In the end, when He completed on the cross the work of redemption whereby He achieved salvation 
and true freedom for men, He brought His revelation to completion. For He bore witness to the 
truth,(19) but He refused to impose the truth by force on those who spoke against it. Not by force of 
blows does His rule assert its claims.(20) It is established by witnessing to the truth and by hearing 
the truth, and it extends its dominion by the love whereby Christ, lifted up on the cross, draws all 
men to Himself.(21)

Taught by the word and example of Christ, the Apostles followed the same way. From the very 
origins of the Church the disciples of Christ strove to convert men to faith in Christ as the Lord; not, 
however, by the use of coercion or of devices unworthy of the Gospel, but by the power, above all, 
of the word of God.(22) Steadfastly they proclaimed to all the plan of God our Savior, "who wills 
that all men should be saved and come to the acknowledgment of the truth" (1 Tim. 2:4). At the 
same time, however, they showed respect for those of weaker stuff, even though they were in error, 
and thus they made it plain that "each one of us is to render to God an account of himself" (Romans 
14:12),(23) and for that reason is bound to obey his conscience. Like Christ Himself, the Apostles 
were unceasingly bent upon bearing witness to the truth of God, and they showed the fullest 
measure of boldness in "speaking the word with confidence" (Acts 4:31) (24) before the people and 
their rulers. With a firm faith they held that the Gospel is indeed the power of God unto salvation 
for all who believe.(25) Therefore they rejected all "carnal weapons:(26) they followed the example 
of the gentleness and respectfulness of Christ and they preached the word of God in the full 
confidence that there was resident in this word itself a divine power able to destroy all the forces 
arrayed against God(27) and bring men to faith in Christ and to His service.(28) As the Master, so 
too the Apostles recognized legitimate civil authority. "For there is no power except from God," the 
Apostle teaches, and thereafter commands: "Let everyone be subject to higher authorities.... He who 
resists authority resists God's ordinance" (Romans 13:1-5).(29) At the same time, however, they did 
not hesitate to speak out against governing powers which set themselves in opposition to the holy 
will of God: "It is necessary to obey God rather than men" (Acts 5:29).(30) This is the way along 
which the martyrs and other faithful have walked through all ages and over all the earth.

12. In faithfulness therefore to the truth of the Gospel, the Church is following the way of Christ 
and the apostles when she recognizes and gives support to the principle of religious freedom as 
befitting the dignity of man and as being in accord with divine revelation. Throughout the ages the 
Church has kept safe and handed on the doctrine received from the Master and from the apostles. In 
the life of the People of God, as it has made its pilgrim way through the vicissitudes of human 
history, there has at times appeared a way of acting that was hardly in accord with the spirit of the 
Gospel or even opposed to it. Nevertheless, the doctrine of the Church that no one is to be coerced 
into faith has always stood firm.

Thus the leaven of the Gospel has long been about its quiet work in the minds of men, and to it is 



due in great measure the fact that in the course of time men have come more widely to recognize 
their dignity as persons, and the conviction has grown stronger that the person in society is to be 
kept free from all manner of coercion in matters religious.

13. Among the things that concern the good of the Church and indeed the welfare of society here on 
earth-things therefore that are always and everywhere to be kept secure and defended against all 
injury-this certainly is preeminent, namely, that the Church should enjoy that full measure of 
freedom which her care for the salvation of men requires.(31) This is a sacred freedom, because the 
only-begotten Son endowed with it the Church which He purchased with His blood. Indeed it is so 
much the property of the Church that to act against it is to act against the will of God. The freedom 
of the Church is the fundamental principle in what concerns the relations between the Church and 
governments and the whole civil order.

In human society and in the face of government the Church claims freedom for herself in her 
character as a spiritual authority, established by Christ the Lord, upon which there rests, by divine 
mandate, the duty of going out into the whole world and preaching the Gospel to every 
creature.(32) The Church also claims freedom for herself in her character as a society of men who 
have the right to live in society in accordance with the precepts of the Christian faith.(33)

In turn, where the principle of religious freedom is not only proclaimed in words or simply 
incorporated in law but also given sincere and practical application, there the Church succeeds in 
achieving a stable situation of right as well as of fact and the independence which is necessary for 
the fulfillment of her divine mission.

This independence is precisely what the authorities of the Church claim in society.(34) At the same 
time, the Christian faithful, in common with all other men, possess the civil right not to be hindered 
in leading their lives in accordance with their consciences. Therefore, a harmony exists between the 
freedom of the Church and the religious freedom which is to be recognized as the right of all men 
and communities and sanctioned by constitutional law. 

14. In order to be faithful to the divine command, "teach all nations" (Matt. 28:19-20), the Catholic 
Church must work with all urgency and concern "that the word of God be spread abroad and 
glorified" (2 Thess. 3:1). Hence the Church earnestly begs of its children that, "first of all, 
supplications, prayers, petitions, acts of thanksgiving be made for all men.... For this is good and 
agreeable in the sight of God our Savior, who wills that all men be saved and come to the 
knowledge of the truth" (1 Tim. 2:1-4). In the formation of their consciences, the Christian faithful 
ought carefully to attend to the sacred and certain doctrine of the Church.(35) For the Church is, by 
the will of Christ, the teacher of the truth. It is her duty to give utterance to, and authoritatively to 
teach, that truth which is Christ Himself, and also to declare and confirm by her authority those 
principles of the moral order which have their origins in human nature itself. Furthermore, let 
Christians walk in wisdom in the face of those outside, "in the Holy Spirit, in unaffected love, in the 
word of truth" (2 Cor. 6:6-7), and let them be about their task of spreading the light of life with all 
confidence(36) and apostolic courage, even to the shedding of their blood.

The disciple is bound by a grave obligation toward Christ, his Master, ever more fully to understand 
the truth received from Him, faithfully to proclaim it, and vigorously to defend it, never-be it 
understood-having recourse to means that are incompatible with the spirit of the Gospel. At the 
same time, the charity of Christ urges him to love and have prudence and patience in his dealings 
with those who are in error or in ignorance with regard to the faith.(37) All is to be taken into 
account-the Christian duty to Christ, the life-giving word which must be proclaimed, the rights of 
the human person, and the measure of grace granted by God through Christ to men who are invited 
freely to accept and profess the faith.

15. The fact is that men of the present day want to be able freely to profess their religion in private 
and in public. Indeed, religious freedom has already been declared to be a civil right in most 
constitutions, and it is solemnly recognized in international documents.(38) The further fact is that 



forms of government still exist under which, even though freedom of religious worship receives 
constitutional recognition, the powers of government are engaged in the effort to deter citizens from 
the profession of religion and to make life very difficult and dangerous for religious communities.

This council greets with joy the first of these two facts as among the signs of the times. With 
sorrow, however, it denounces the other fact, as only to be deplored. The council exhorts Catholics, 
and it directs a plea to all men, most carefully to consider how greatly necessary religious freedom 
is, especially in the present condition of the human family. All nations are coming into even closer 
unity. Men of different cultures and religions are being brought together in closer relationships. 
There is a growing consciousness of the personal responsibility that every man has. All this is 
evident. Consequently, in order that relationships of peace and harmony be established and 
maintained within the whole of mankind, it is necessary that religious freedom be everywhere 
provided with an effective constitutional guarantee and that respect be shown for the high duty and 
right of man freely to lead his religious life in society.

May the God and Father of all grant that the human family, through careful observance of the 
principle of religious freedom in society, may be brought by the grace of Christ and the power of 
the Holy Spirit to the sublime and unending and "glorious freedom of the sons of God" (Rom. 
8:21).
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PREFACE
1. Hearing the word of God with reverence and proclaiming it with faith, the sacred synod takes its 
direction from these words of St. John: "We announce to you the eternal life which dwelt with the 
Father and was made visible to us. What we have seen and heard we announce to you, so that you 
may have fellowship with us and our common fellowship be with the Father and His Son Jesus 
Christ" (1 John 1:2-3). Therefore, following in the footsteps of the Council of Trent and of the First 
Vatican Council, this present council wishes to set forth authentic doctrine on divine revelation and 
how it is handed on, so that by hearing the message of salvation the whole world may believe, by 
believing it may hope, and by hoping it may love. (1)

CHAPTER I
REVELATION ITSELF

2. In His goodness and wisdom God chose to reveal Himself and to make known to us the hidden 
purpose of His will (see Eph. 1:9) by which through Christ, the Word made flesh, man might in the 
Holy Spirit have access to the Father and come to share in the divine nature (see Eph. 2:18; 2 Peter 
1:4). Through this revelation, therefore, the invisible God (see Col. 1;15, 1 Tim. 1:17) out of the 
abundance of His love speaks to men as friends (see Ex. 33:11; John 15:14-15) and lives among 
them (see Bar. 3:38), so that He may invite and take them into fellowship with Himself. This plan 
of revelation is realized by deeds and words having in inner unity: the deeds wrought by God in the 
history of salvation manifest and confirm the teaching and realities signified by the words, while the 
words proclaim the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in them. By this revelation then, the 
deepest truth about God and the salvation of man shines out for our sake in Christ, who is both the 
mediator and the fullness of all revelation. (2)

3. God, who through the Word creates all things (see John 1:3) and keeps them in existence, gives 
men an enduring witness to Himself in created realities (see Rom. 1:19-20). Planning to make 
known the way of heavenly salvation, He went further and from the start manifested Himself to our 
first parents. Then after their fall His promise of redemption aroused in them the hope of being 
saved (see Gen. 3:15) and from that time on He ceaselessly kept the human race in His care, to give 
eternal life to those who perseveringly do good in search of salvation (see Rom. 2:6-7). Then, at the 
time He had appointed He called Abraham in order to make of him a great nation (see Gen. 12:2). 
Through the patriarchs, and after them through Moses and the prophets, He taught this people to 
acknowledge Himself the one living and true God, provident father and just judge, and to wait for 
the Savior promised by Him, and in this manner prepared the way for the Gospel down through the 
centuries.

4. Then, after speaking in many and varied ways through the prophets, "now at last in these days 
God has spoken to us in His Son" (Heb. 1:1-2). For He sent His Son, the eternal Word, who 
enlightens all men, so that He might dwell among men and tell them of the innermost being of God 
(see John 1:1-18). Jesus Christ, therefore, the Word made flesh, was sent as "a man to men." (3) He 
"speaks the words of God" (John 3;34), and completes the work of salvation which His Father gave 
Him to do (see John 5:36; Divine Revelation 17:4). To see Jesus is to see His Father (John 14:9). 
For this reason Jesus perfected revelation by fulfilling it through his whole work of making Himself 
present and manifesting Himself: through His words and deeds, His signs and wonders, but 
especially through His death and glorious resurrection from the dead and final sending of the Spirit 
of truth. Moreover He confirmed with divine testimony what revelation proclaimed, that God is 
with us to free us from the darkness of sin and death, and to raise us up to life eternal.

The Christian dispensation, therefore, as the new and definitive covenant, will never pass away and 
we now await no further new public revelation before the glorious manifestation of our Lord Jesus 
Christ (see 1 Tim. 6:14 and Tit. 2:13).



5. "The obedience of faith" (Rom. 13:26; see 1:5; 2 Cor 10:5-6) "is to be given to God who reveals, 
an obedience by which man commits his whole self freely to God, offering the full submission of 
intellect and will to God who reveals," (4) and freely assenting to the truth revealed by Him. To 
make this act of faith, the grace of God and the interior help of the Holy Spirit must precede and 
assist, moving the heart and turning it to God, opening the eyes of the mind and giving "joy and 
ease to everyone in assenting to the truth and believing it." (5) To bring about an ever deeper 
understanding of revelation the same Holy Spirit constantly brings faith to completion by His gifts.

6. Through divine revelation, God chose to show forth and communicate Himself and the eternal 
decisions of His will regarding the salvation of men. That is to say, He chose to share with them 
those divine treasures which totally transcend the understanding of the human mind. (6)

As a sacred synod has affirmed, God, the beginning and end of all things, can be known with 
certainty from created reality by the light of human reason (see Rom. 1:20); but teaches that it is 
through His revelation that those religious truths which are by their nature accessible to human 
reason can be known by all men with ease, with solid certitude and with no trace of error, even in 
this present state of the human race. (7)

CHAPTER II
HANDING ON DIVINE REVELATION

7. In His gracious goodness, God has seen to it that what He had revealed for the salvation of all 
nations would abide perpetually in its full integrity and be handed on to all generations. Therefore 
Christ the Lord in whom the full revelation of the supreme God is brought to completion (see Cor. 
1:20; 3:13; 4:6), commissioned the Apostles to preach to all men that Gospel which is the source of 
all saving truth and moral teaching, (1) and to impart to them heavenly gifts. This Gospel had been 
promised in former times through the prophets, and Christ Himself had fulfilled it and promulgated 
it with His lips. This commission was faithfully fulfilled by the Apostles who, by their oral 
preaching, by example, and by observances handed on what they had received from the lips of 
Christ, from living with Him, and from what He did, or what they had learned through the 
prompting of the Holy Spirit. The commission was fulfilled, too, by those Apostles and apostolic 
men who under the inspiration of the same Holy Spirit committed the message of salvation to 
writing. (2)

But in order to keep the Gospel forever whole and alive within the Church, the Apostles left bishops 
as their successors, "handing over" to them "the authority to teach in their own place."(3) This 
sacred tradition, therefore, and Sacred Scripture of both the Old and New Testaments are like a 
mirror in which the pilgrim Church on earth looks at God, from whom she has received everything, 
until she is brought finally to see Him as He is, face to face (see 1 John 3:2).

8. And so the apostolic preaching, which is expressed in a special way in the inspired books, was to 
be preserved by an unending succession of preachers until the end of time. Therefore the Apostles, 
handing on what they themselves had received, warn the faithful to hold fast to the traditions which 
they have learned either by word of mouth or by letter (see 2 Thess. 2:15), and to fight in defense of 
the faith handed on once and for all (see Jude 1:3) (4) Now what was handed on by the Apostles 
includes everything which contributes toward the holiness of life and increase in faith of the peoples 
of God; and so the Church, in her teaching, life and worship, perpetuates and hands on to all 
generations all that she herself is, all that she believes.

This tradition which comes from the Apostles develop in the Church with the help of the Holy 
Spirit. (5) For there is a growth in the understanding of the realities and the words which have been 
handed down. This happens through the contemplation and study made by believers, who treasure 
these things in their hearts (see Luke, 2:19, 51) through a penetrating understanding of the spiritual 
realities which they experience, and through the preaching of those who have received through 
episcopal succession the sure gift of truth. For as the centuries succeed one another, the Church 
constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth until the words of God reach their 



complete fulfillment in her.

The words of the holy fathers witness to the presence of this living tradition, whose wealth is 
poured into the practice and life of the believing and praying Church. Through the same tradition 
the Church's full canon of the sacred books is known, and the sacred writings themselves are more 
profoundly understood and unceasingly made active in her; and thus God, who spoke of old, 
uninterruptedly converses with the bride of His beloved Son; and the Holy Spirit, through whom the 
living voice of the Gospel resounds in the Church, and through her, in the world, leads unto all truth 
those who believe and makes the word of Christ dwell abundantly in them (see Col. 3:16).

9. Hence there exists a close connection and communication between sacred tradition and Sacred 
Scripture. For both of them, flowing from the same divine wellspring, in a certain way merge into a 
unity and tend toward the same end. For Sacred Scripture is the word of God inasmuch as it is 
consigned to writing under the inspiration of the divine Spirit, while sacred tradition takes the word 
of God entrusted by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit to the Apostles, and hands it on to their 
successors in its full purity, so that led by the light of the Spirit of truth, they may in proclaiming it 
preserve this word of God faithfully, explain it, and make it more widely known. Consequently it is 
not from Sacred Scripture alone that the Church draws her certainty about everything which has 
been revealed. Therefore both sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture are to be accepted and 
venerated with the same sense of loyalty and reverence.(6)

10. Sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the word of God, committed to 
the Church. Holding fast to this deposit the entire holy people united with their shepherds remain 
always steadfast in the teaching of the Apostles, in the common life, in the breaking of the bread 
and in prayers (see Acts 2, 42, Greek text), so that holding to, practicing and professing the heritage 
of the faith, it becomes on the part of the bishops and faithful a single common effort. (7)

But the task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether written or handed on, (8) has 
been entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church, (9) whose authority is 
exercised in the name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office is not above the word of God, but serves 
it, teaching only what has been handed on, listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and 
explaining it faithfully in accord with a divine commission and with the help of the Holy Spirit, it 
draws from this one deposit of faith everything which it presents for belief as divinely revealed.

It is clear, therefore, that sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the teaching authority of the Church, 
in accord with God's most wise design, are so linked and joined together that one cannot stand 
without the others, and that all together and each in its own way under the action of the one Holy 
Spirit contribute effectively to the salvation of souls.

CHAPTER III
SACRED SCRIPTURE, ITS INSPIRATION AND DIVINE INTERPRETATION 

11. Those divinely revealed realities which are contained and presented in Sacred Scripture have 
been committed to writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. For holy mother Church, relying 
on the belief of the Apostles (see John 20:31; 2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Peter 1:19-20, 3:15-16), holds that the 
books of both the Old and New Testaments in their entirety, with all their parts, are sacred and 
canonical because written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, they have God as their author and 
have been handed on as such to the Church herself.(1) In composing the sacred books, God chose 
men and while employed by Him (2) they made use of their powers and abilities, so that with Him 
acting in them and through them, (3) they, as true authors, consigned to writing everything and only 
those things which He wanted. (4)

Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers must be held to be 
asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching 
solidly, faithfully and without error that truth which God wanted put into sacred writings (5) for the 
sake of salvation. Therefore "all Scripture is divinely inspired and has its use for teaching the truth 



and refuting error, for reformation of manners and discipline in right living, so that the man who 
belongs to God may be efficient and equipped for good work of every kind" (2 Tim. 3:16-17, Greek 
text).

12. However, since God speaks in Sacred Scripture through men in human fashion, (6) the 
interpreter of Sacred Scripture, in order to see clearly what God wanted to communicate to us, 
should carefully investigate what meaning the sacred writers really intended, and what God wanted 
to manifest by means of their words.

To search out the intention of the sacred writers, attention should be given, among other things, to 
"literary forms." For truth is set forth and expressed differently in texts which are variously 
historical, prophetic, poetic, or of other forms of discourse. The interpreter must investigate what 
meaning the sacred writer intended to express and actually expressed in particular circumstances by 
using contemporary literary forms in accordance with the situation of his own time and culture. (7) 
For the correct understanding of what the sacred author wanted to assert, due attention must be paid 
to the customary and characteristic styles of feeling, speaking and narrating which prevailed at the 
time of the sacred writer, and to the patterns men normally employed at that period in their 
everyday dealings with one another. (8)

But, since Holy Scripture must be read and interpreted in the sacred spirit in which it was written, 
(9) no less serious attention must be given to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture if the 
meaning of the sacred texts is to be correctly worked out. The living tradition of the whole Church 
must be taken into account along with the harmony which exists between elements of the faith. It is 
the task of exegetes to work according to these rules toward a better understanding and explanation 
of the meaning of Sacred Scripture, so that through preparatory study the judgment of the Church 
may mature. For all of what has been said about the way of interpreting Scripture is subject finally 
to the judgment of the Church, which carries out the divine commission and ministry of guarding 
and interpreting the word of God. (10)

13. In Sacred Scripture, therefore, while the truth and holiness of God always remains intact, the 
marvelous "condescension" of eternal wisdom is clearly shown, "that we may learn the gentle 
kindness of God, which words cannot express, and how far He has gone in adapting His language 
with thoughtful concern for our weak human nature." (11) For the words of God, expressed in 
human language, have been made like human discourse, just as the word of the eternal Father, when 
He took to Himself the flesh of human weakness, was in every way made like men.

CHAPTER IV
THE OLD TESTAMENT

14. In carefully planning and preparing the salvation of the whole human race the God of infinite 
love, by a special dispensation, chose for Himself a people to whom He would entrust His promises. 
First He entered into a covenant with Abraham (see Gen. 15:18) and, through Moses, with the 
people of Israel (see Ex. 24:8). To this people which He had acquired for Himself, He so manifested 
Himself through words and deeds as the one true and living God that Israel came to know by 
experience the ways of God with men. Then too, when God Himself spoke to them through the 
mouth of the prophets, Israel daily gained a deeper and clearer understanding of His ways and made 
them more widely known among the nations (see Ps. 21:29; 95:1-3; Is. 2:1-5; Jer. 3:17). The plan of 
salvation foretold by the sacred authors, recounted and explained by them, is found as the true word 
of God in the books of the Old Testament: these books, therefore, written under divine inspiration, 
remain permanently valuable. "For all that was written for our instruction, so that by steadfastness 
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope" (Rom. 15:4).

15. The principal purpose to which the plan of the old covenant was directed was to prepare for the 
coming of Christ, the redeemer of all and of the messianic kingdom, to announce this coming by 
prophecy (see Luke 24:44; John 5:39; 1 Peter 1:10), and to indicate its meaning through various 
types (see 1 Cor. 10:12). Now the books of the Old Testament, in accordance with the state of 



mankind before the time of salvation established by Christ, reveal to all men the knowledge of God 
and of man and the ways in which God, just and merciful, deals with men. These books, though 
they also contain some things which are incomplete and temporary, nevertheless show us true 
divine pedagogy. (1) These same books, then, give expression to a lively sense of God, contain a 
store of sublime teachings about God, sound wisdom about human life, and a wonderful treasury of 
prayers, and in them the mystery of our salvation is present in a hidden way. Christians should 
receive them with reverence.

16. God, the inspirer and author of both Testaments, wisely arranged that the New Testament be 
hidden in the Old and the Old be made manifest in the New. (2) For, though Christ established the 
new covenant in His blood (see Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25), still the books of the Old Testament 
with all their parts, caught up into the proclamation of the Gospel, (3) acquire and show forth their 
full meaning in the New Testament (see Matt. 5:17; Luke 24:27; Rom. 16:25-26; 2 Cor. 14:16) and 
in turn shed light on it and explain it.

CHAPTER V
THE NEW TESTAMENT

17. The word God, which is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe (see Rom. 1:16), 
is set forth and shows its power in a most excellent way in the writings of the New Testament. For 
when the fullness of time arrived (see Gal. 4:4), the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us in 
His fullness of graces and truth (see John 1:14). Christ established the kingdom of God on earth, 
manifested His Father and Himself by deeds and words, and completed His work by His death, 
resurrection and glorious Ascension and by the sending of the Holy Spirit. Having been lifted up 
from the earth, He draws all men to Himself (see John 12:32, Greek text), He who alone has the 
words of eternal life (see John 6:68). This mystery had not been manifested to other generations as 
it was now revealed to His holy Apostles and prophets in the Holy Spirit (see Eph. 3:4-6, Greek 
text), so that they might preach the Gospel, stir up faith in Jesus, Christ and Lord, and gather 
together the Church. Now the writings of the New Testament stand as a perpetual and divine 
witness to these realities.

18. It is common knowledge that among all the Scriptures, even those of the New Testament, the 
Gospels have a special preeminence, and rightly so, for they are the principal witness for the life 
and teaching of the incarnate Word, our savior.

The Church has always and everywhere held and continues to hold that the four Gospels are of 
apostolic origin. For what the Apostles preached in fulfillment of the commission of Christ, 
afterwards they themselves and apostolic men, under the inspiration of the divine Spirit, handed on 
to us in writing: the foundation of faith, namely, the fourfold Gospel, according to Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John.(1)

19. Holy Mother Church has firmly and with absolute constancy held, and continues to hold, that 
the four Gospels just named, whose historical character the Church unhesitatingly asserts, faithfully 
hand on what Jesus Christ, while living among men, really did and taught for their eternal salvation 
until the day He was taken up into heaven (see Acts 1:1). Indeed, after the Ascension of the Lord 
the Apostles handed on to their hearers what He had said and done. This they did with that clearer 
understanding which they enjoyed (3) after they had been instructed by the glorious events of 
Christ's life and taught by the light of the Spirit of truth. (2) The sacred authors wrote the four 
Gospels, selecting some things from the many which had been handed on by word of mouth or in 
writing, reducing some of them to a synthesis, explaining some things in view of the situation of 
their churches and preserving the form of proclamation but always in such fashion that they told us 
the honest truth about Jesus.(4) For their intention in writing was that either from their own memory 
and recollections, or from the witness of those who "themselves from the beginning were 
eyewitnesses and ministers of the Word" we might know "the truth" concerning those matters about 
which we have been instructed (see Luke 1:2-4). 



20. Besides the four Gospels, the canon of the New Testament also contains the epistles of St. Paul 
and other apostolic writings, composed under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, by which, according 
to the wise plan of God, those matters which concern Christ the Lord are confirmed, His true 
teaching is more and more fully stated, the saving power of the divine work of Christ is preached, 
the story is told of the beginnings of the Church and its marvelous growth, and its glorious 
fulfillment is foretold.

For the Lord Jesus was with His apostles as He had promised (see Matt. 28:20) and sent them the 
advocate Spirit who would lead them into the fullness of truth (see John 16:13).

CHAPTER VI
SACRED SCRIPTURE IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH 

21. The Church has always venerated the divine Scriptures just as she venerates the body of the 
Lord, since, especially in the sacred liturgy, she unceasingly receives and offers to the faithful the 
bread of life from the table both of God's word and of Christ's body. She has always maintained 
them, and continues to do so, together with sacred tradition, as the supreme rule of faith, since, as 
inspired by God and committed once and for all to writing, they impart the word of God Himself 
without change, and make the voice of the Holy Spirit resound in the words of the prophets and 
Apostles. Therefore, like the Christian religion itself, all the preaching of the Church must be 
nourished and regulated by Sacred Scripture. For in the sacred books, the Father who is in heaven 
meets His children with great love and speaks with them; and the force and power in the word of 
God is so great that it stands as the support and energy of the Church, the strength of faith for her 
sons, the food of the soul, the pure and everlasting source of spiritual life. Consequently these 
words are perfectly applicable to Sacred Scripture: "For the word of God is living and active" (Heb. 
4:12) and "it has power to build you up and give you your heritage among all those who are 
sanctified" (Acts 20:32; see 1 Thess. 2:13).

22. Easy access to Sacred Scripture should be provided for all the Christian faithful. That is why the 
Church from the very beginning accepted as her own that very ancient Greek translation; of the Old 
Testament which is called the septuagint; and she has always given a place of honor to other 
Eastern translations and Latin ones especially the Latin translation known as the vulgate. But since 
the word of God should be accessible at all times, the Church by her authority and with maternal 
concern sees to it that suitable and correct translations are made into different languages, especially 
from the original texts of the sacred books. And should the opportunity arise and the Church 
authorities approve, if these translations are produced in cooperation with the separated brethren as 
well, all Christians will be able to use them.

23. The bride of the incarnate Word, the Church taught by the Holy Spirit, is concerned to move 
ahead toward a deeper understanding of the Sacred Scriptures so that she may increasingly feed her 
sons with the divine words. Therefore, she also encourages the study of the holy Fathers of both 
East and West and of sacred liturgies. Catholic exegetes then and other students of sacred theology, 
working diligently together and using appropriate means, should devote their energies, under the 
watchful care of the sacred teaching office of the Church, to an exploration and exposition of the 
divine writings. This should be so done that as many ministers of the divine word as possible will 
be able effectively to provide the nourishment of the Scriptures for the people of God, to enlighten 
their minds, strengthen their wills, and set men's hearts on fire with the love of God. (1) The sacred 
synod encourages the sons of the Church and Biblical scholars to continue energetically, following 
the mind of the Church, with the work they have so well begun, with a constant renewal of vigor. 
(2)

24. Sacred theology rests on the written word of God, together with sacred tradition, as its primary 
and perpetual foundation. By scrutinizing in the light of faith all truth stored up in the mystery of 
Christ, theology is most powerfully strengthened and constantly rejuvenated by that word. For the 
Sacred Scriptures contain the word of God and since they are inspired really are the word of God; 



and so the study of the sacred page is, as it were, the soul of sacred theology. (3) By the same word 
of Scripture the ministry of the word also, that is, pastoral preaching, catechetics and all Christian 
instruction, in which the liturgical homily must hold the foremost place, is nourished in a healthy 
way and flourishes in a holy way. 

25. Therefore, all the clergy must hold fast to the Sacred Scriptures through diligent sacred reading 
and careful study, especially the priests of Christ and others, such as deacons and catechists who are 
legitimately active in the ministry of the word. This is to be done so that none of them will become 
"an empty preacher of the word of God outwardly, who is not a listener to it inwardly" (4) since 
they must share the abundant wealth of the divine word with the faithful committed to them, 
especially in the sacred liturgy. The sacred synod also earnestly and especially urges all the 
Christian faithful, especially Religious, to learn by frequent reading of the divine Scriptures the 
"excellent knowledge of Jesus Christ" (Phil. 3:8). "For ignorance of the Scriptures is ignorance of 
Christ."(5) Therefore, they should gladly put themselves in touch with the sacred text itself, whether 
it be through the liturgy, rich in the divine word, or through devotional reading, or through 
instructions suitable for the purpose and other aids which, in our time, with approval and active 
support of the shepherds of the Church, are commendably spread everywhere. And let them 
remember that prayer should accompany the reading of Sacred Scripture, so that God and man may 
talk together; for "we speak to Him when we pray; we hear Him when we read the divine saying." 
(6)

It devolves on sacred bishops "who have the apostolic teaching"(7) to give the faithful entrusted to 
them suitable instruction in the right use of the divine books, especially the New Testament and 
above all the Gospels. This can be done through translations of the sacred texts, which are to be 
provided with the necessary and really adequate explanations so that the children of the Church may 
safely and profitably become conversant with the Sacred Scriptures and be penetrated with their 
spirit.

Furthermore, editions of the Sacred Scriptures, provided with suitable footnotes, should be prepared 
also for the use of non-Christians and adapted to their situation. Both pastors of souls and Christians 
generally should see to the wise distribution of these in one way or another.

26. In this way, therefore, through the reading and study of the sacred books "the word of God may 
spread rapidly and be glorified" (2 Thess. 3:1) and the treasure of revelation, entrusted to the 
Church, may more and more fill the hearts of men. Just as the life of the Church is strengthened 
through more frequent celebration of the Eucharistic mystery, similar we may hope for a new 
stimulus for the life of the Spirit from a growing reverence for the word of God, which "lasts 
forever" (Is. 40:8; see 1 Peter 1:23-25).
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INTRODUCTION
The Sacred Ecumenical Council has considered with care how extremely important education is in 
the life of man and how its influence ever grows in the social progress of this age.(1)

Indeed, the circumstances of our time have made it easier and at once more urgent to educate young 
people and, what is more, to continue the education of adults. Men are more aware of their own 
dignity and position; more and more they want to take an active part in social and especially in 
economic and political life.(2) Enjoying more leisure, as they sometimes do, men find that the 
remarkable development of technology and scientific investigation and the new means of 
communication offer them an opportunity of attaining more easily their cultural and spiritual 
inheritance and of fulfilling one another in the closer ties between groups and even between 
peoples.

Consequently, attempts are being made everywhere to promote more education. The rights of men 
to an education, particularly the primary rights of children and parents, are being proclaimed and 
recognized in public documents.(3) As the number of pupils rapidly increases, schools are 
multiplied and expanded far and wide and other educational institutions are established. New 
experiments are conducted in methods of education and teaching. Mighty attempts are being made 
to obtain education for all, even though vast numbers of children and young people are still 
deprived of even rudimentary training and so many others lack a suitable education in which truth 
and love are developed together.

To fulfill the mandate she has received from her divine founder of proclaiming the mystery of 
salvation to all men and of restoring all things in Christ, Holy Mother the Church must be 
concerned with the whole of man's life, even the secular part of it insofar as it has a bearing on his 
heavenly calling.(4) Therefore she has a role in the progress and development of education. Hence 
this sacred synod declares certain fundamental principles of Christian education especially in 
schools. These principles will have to be developed at greater length by a special post-conciliar 
commission and applied by episcopal conferences to varying local situations. 

1. The Meaning of the Universal Right to an Education 
All men of every race, condition and age, since they enjoy the dignity of a human being, have an 
inalienable right to an education (5) that is in keeping with their ultimate goal,(6) their ability, their 
sex, and the culture and tradition of their country, and also in harmony with their fraternal 
association with other peoples in the fostering of true unity and peace on earth. For a true education 
aims at the formation of the human person in the pursuit of his ultimate end and of the good of the 
societies of which, as man, he is a member, and in whose obligations, as an adult, he will share.

Therefore children and young people must be helped, with the aid of the latest advances in 
psychology and the arts and science of teaching, to develop harmoniously their physical, moral and 



intellectual endowments so that they may gradually acquire a mature sense of responsibility in 
striving endlessly to form their own lives properly and in pursuing true freedom as they surmount 
the vicissitudes of life with courage and constancy. Let them be given also, as they advance in 
years, a positive and prudent sexual education. Moreover they should be so trained to take their part 
in social life that properly instructed in the necessary and opportune skills they can become actively 
involved in various community organizations, open to discourse with others and willing to do their 
best to promote the common good.

This sacred synod likewise declares that children and young people have a right to be motivated to 
appraise moral values with a right conscience, to embrace them with a personal adherence, together 
with a deeper knowledge and love of God. Consequently it earnestly entreats all those who hold a 
position of public authority or who are in charge of education to see to it that youth is never 
deprived of this sacred right. It further exhorts the sons of the Church to give their attention with 
generosity to the entire field of education, having especially in mind the need of extending very 
soon the benefits of a suitable education and training to everyone in all parts of the world.(7) 

2. Christian Education 

Since all Christians have become by rebirth of water and the Holy Spirit a new creature(8) so that 
they should be called and should be children of God, they have a right to a Christian education. A 
Christian education does not merely strive for the maturing of a human person as just now 
described, but has as its principal purpose this goal: that the baptized, while they are gradually 
introduced the knowledge of the mystery of salvation, become ever more aware of the gift of Faith 
they have received, and that they learn in addition how to worship God the Father in spirit and truth 
(cf. John 4:23) especially in liturgical action, and be conformed in their personal lives according to 
the new man created in justice and holiness of truth (Eph. 4:22-24); also that they develop into 
perfect manhood, to the mature measure of the fullness of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:13) and strive for the 
growth of the Mystical Body; moreover, that aware of their calling, they learn not only how to bear 
witness to the hope that is in them (cf. Peter 3:15) but also how to help in the Christian formation of 
the world that takes place when natural powers viewed in the full consideration of man redeemed by 
Christ contribute to the good of the whole society.(9) Wherefore this sacred synod recalls to pastors 
of souls their most serious obligation to see to it that all the faithful, but especially the youth who 
are the hope of the Church, enjoy this Christian education.(10) 

3. The Authors of Education 

Since parents have given children their life, they are bound by the most serious obligation to 
educate their offspring and therefore must be recognized as the primary and principal educators.(11) 
This role in education is so important that only with difficulty can it be supplied where it is lacking. 
Parents are the ones who must create a family atmosphere animated by love and respect for God 
and man, in which the well-rounded personal and social education of children is fostered. Hence the 
family is the first school of the social virtues that every society needs. It is particularly in the 
Christian family, enriched by the grace and office of the sacrament of matrimony, that children 
should be taught from their early years to have a knowledge of God according to the faith received 
in Baptism, to worship Him, and to love their neighbor. Here, too, they find their first experience of 
a wholesome human society and of the Church. Finally, it is through the family that they are 
gradually led to a companionship with their fellowmen and with the people of God. Let parents, 
then, recognize the inestimable importance a truly Christian family has for the life and progress of 
God's own people.(12)

The family which has the primary duty of imparting education needs help of the whole community. 
In addition, therefore, to the rights of parents and others to whom the parents entrust a share in the 
work of education, certain rights and duties belong indeed to civil society, whose role is to direct 
what is required for the common temporal good. Its function is to promote the education of youth in 
many ways, namely: to protect the duties and rights of parents and others who share in education 
and to give them aid; according to the principle of subsidiarity, when the endeavors of parents and 



other societies are lacking, to carry out the work of education in accordance with the wishes of the 
parents; and, moreover, as the common good demands, to build schools and institutions.(13) 

Finally, in a special way, the duty of educating belongs to the Church, not merely because she must 
be recognized as a human society capable of educating, but especially because she has the 
responsibility of announcing the way of salvation to all men, of communicating the life of Christ to 
those who believe, and, in her unfailing solicitude, of assisting men to be able to come to the 
fullness of this life.(14) The Church is bound as a mother to give to these children of hers an 
education by which their whole life can be imbued with the spirit of Christ and at the same time do 
all she can to promote for all peoples the complete perfection of the human person, the good of 
earthly society and the building of a world that is more human.(15) 

4. Various Aids to Christian Education 

In fulfilling its educational role, the Church, eager to employ all suitable aids, is concerned 
especially about those which are her very own. Foremost among these is catechetical 
instruction,(16) which enlightens and strengthens the faith, nourishes life according to the spirit of 
Christ, leads to intelligent and active participation in the liturgical mystery(17) and gives motivation 
for apostolic activity. The Church esteems highly and seeks to penetrate and ennoble with her own 
spirit also other aids which belong to the general heritage of man and which are of great influence in 
forming souls and molding men, such as the media of communication,(18) various groups for 
mental and physical development, youth associations, and, in particular, schools. 

5. The Importance of Schools 

Among all educational instruments the school has a special importance.(19) It is designed not only 
to develop with special care the intellectual faculties but also to form the ability to judge rightly, to 
hand on the cultural legacy of previous generations, to foster a sense of values, to prepare for 
professional life. Between pupils of different talents and backgrounds it promotes friendly relations 
and fosters a spirit of mutual understanding; and it establishes as it were a center whose work and 
progress must be shared together by families, teachers, associations of various types that foster 
cultural, civic, and religious life, as well as by civil society and the entire human community.

Beautiful indeed and of great importance is the vocation of all those who aid parents in fulfilling 
their duties and who, as representatives of the human community, undertake the task of education in 
schools. This vocation demands special qualities of mind and heart, very careful preparation, and 
continuing readiness to renew and to adapt. 

6. The Duties and Rights of Parents 
Parents who have the primary and inalienable right and duty to educate their children must enjoy 
true liberty in their choice of schools. Consequently, the public power, which has the obligation to 
protect and defend the rights of citizens, must see to it, in its concern for distributive justice, that 
public subsidies are paid out in such a way that parents are truly free to choose according to their 
conscience the schools they want for their children.(20)

In addition it is the task of the state to see to it that all citizens are able to come to a suitable share in 
culture and are properly prepared to exercise their civic duties and rights. Therefore the state must 
protect the right of children to an adequate school education, check on the ability of teachers and the 
excellence of their training, look after the health of the pupils and in general, promote the whole 
school project. But it must always keep in mind the principle of subsidiarity so that there is no kind 
of school monopoly, for this is opposed to the native rights of the human person, to the 
development and spread of culture, to the peaceful association of citizens and to the pluralism that 
exists today in ever so many societies.(21)

Therefore this sacred synod exhorts the faithful to assist to their utmost in finding suitable methods 
of education and programs of study and in forming teachers who can give youth a true education. 
Through the associations of parents in particular they should further with their assistance all the 



work of the school but especially the moral education it must impart.(22) 

7. Moral and Religious Education in all Schools 

Feeling very keenly the weighty responsibility of diligently caring for the moral and religious 
education of all her children, the Church must be present with her own special affection and help for 
the great number who are being trained in schools that are not Catholic. This is possible by the 
witness of the lives of those who teach and direct them, by the apostolic action of their fellow-
students,(23) but especially by the ministry of priests and laymen who give them the doctrine of 
salvation in a way suited to their age and circumstances and provide spiritual aid in every way the 
times and conditions allow.

The Church reminds parents of the duty that is theirs to arrange and even demand that their children 
be able to enjoy these aids and advance in their Christian formation to a degree that is abreast of 
their development in secular subjects. Therefore the Church esteems highly those civil authorities 
and societies which, bearing in mind the pluralism of contemporary society and respecting religious 
freedom, assist families so that the education of their children can be imparted in all schools 
according to the individual moral and religious principles of the families.(24) 

8. Catholic Schools 

The influence of the Church in the field of education is shown in a special manner by the Catholic 
school. No less than other schools does the Catholic school pursue cultural goals and the human 
formation of youth. But its proper function is to create for the school community a special 
atmosphere animated by the Gospel spirit of freedom and charity, to help youth grow according to 
the new creatures they were made through baptism as they develop their own personalities, and 
finally to order the whole of human culture to the news of salvation so that the knowledge the 
students gradually acquire of the world, life and man is illumined by faith.(25) So indeed the 
Catholic school, while it is open, as it must be, to the situation of the contemporary world, leads its 
students to promote efficaciously the good of the earthly city and also prepares them for service in 
the spread of the Kingdom of God, so that by leading an exemplary apostolic life they become, as it 
were, a saving leaven in the human community.

Since, therefore, the Catholic school can be such an aid to the fulfillment of the mission of the 
People of God and to the fostering of the dialogue between the Church and mankind, to the benefit 
of both, it retains even in our present circumstances the utmost importance. Consequently this 
sacred synod proclaims anew what has already been taught in several documents of the 
magisterium,(26) namely: the right of the Church freely to establish and to conduct schools of every 
type and level. And the council calls to mind that the exercise of a right of this kind contributes in 
the highest degree to the protection of freedom of conscience, the rights of parents, as well as to the 
betterment of culture itself.

But let teachers recognize that the Catholic school depends upon them almost entirely for the 
accomplishment of its goals and programs.(27) They should therefore be very carefully prepared so 
that both in secular and religious knowledge they are equipped with suitable qualifications and also 
with a pedagogical skill that is in keeping with the findings of the contemporary world. Intimately 
linked in charity to one another and to their students and endowed with an apostolic spirit, may 
teachers by their life as much as by their instruction bear witness to Christ, the unique Teacher. Let 
them work as partners with parents and together with them in every phase of education give due 
consideration to the difference of sex and the proper ends Divine Providence assigns to each sex in 
the family and in society. Let them do all they can to stimulate their students to act for themselves 
and even after graduation to continue to assist them with advice, friendship and by establishing 
special associations imbued with the true spirit of the Church. The work of these teachers, this 
sacred synod declares, is in the real sense of the word an apostolate most suited to and necessary for 
our times and at once a true service offered to society. The Council also reminds Catholic parents of 
the duty of entrusting their children to Catholic schools wherever and whenever it is possible and of 



supporting these schools to the best of their ability and of cooperating with them for the education 
of their children.(28) 

9. Different Types of Catholic Schools 

To this concept of a Catholic school all schools that are in any way dependent on the Church must 
conform as far as possible, though the Catholic school is to take on different forms in keeping with 
local circumstances.(29) Thus the Church considers very dear to her heart those Catholic schools, 
found especially in the areas of the new churches, which are attended also by students who are not 
Catholics.

Attention should be paid to the needs of today in establishing and directing Catholic schools. 
Therefore, though primary and secondary schools, the foundation of education, must still be 
fostered, great importance is to be attached to those which are required in a particular way by 
contemporary conditions, such as: professional(30) and technical schools, centers for educating 
adults and promoting social welfare, or for the retarded in need of special care, and also schools for 
preparing teachers for religious instruction and other types of education.

This Sacred Council of the Church earnestly entreats pastors and all the faithful to spare no sacrifice 
in helping Catholic schools fulfill their function in a continually more perfect way, and especially in 
caring for the needs of those who are poor in the goods of this world or who are deprived of the 
assistance and affection of a family or who are strangers to the gift of Faith. 

10. Catholic Colleges and Universities 

The Church is concerned also with schools of a higher level, especially colleges and universities. In 
those schools dependent on her she intends that by their very constitution individual subjects be 
pursued according to their own principles, method, and liberty of scientific inquiry, in such a way 
that an ever deeper understanding in these fields may be obtained and that, as questions that are new 
and current are raised and investigations carefully made according to the example of the doctors of 
the Church and especially of St. Thomas Aquinas,(31) there may be a deeper realization of the 
harmony of faith and science. Thus there is accomplished a public, enduring and pervasive 
influence of the Christian mind in the furtherance of culture and the students of these institutions are 
molded into men truly outstanding in their training, ready to undertake weighty responsibilities in 
society and witness to the faith in the world.(32)

In Catholic universities where there is no faculty of sacred theology there should be established an 
institute or chair of sacred theology in which there should be lectures suited to lay students. Since 
science advances by means of the investigations peculiar to higher scientific studies, special 
attention should be given in Catholic universities and colleges to institutes that serve primarily the 
development of scientific research.

The sacred synod heartily recommends that Catholic colleges and universities be conveniently 
located in different parts of the world, but in such a way that they are outstanding not for their 
numbers but for their pursuit of knowledge. Matriculation should be readily available to students of 
real promise, even though they be of slender means, especially to students from the newly emerging 
nations.

Since the destiny of society and of the Church itself is intimately linked with the progress of young 
people pursuing higher studies,(33) the pastors of the Church are to expend their energies not only 
on the spiritual life of students who attend Catholic universities, but, solicitous for the spiritual 
formation of all their children, they must see to it, after consultations between bishops, that even at 
universities that are not Catholic there should be associations and university centers under Catholic 
auspices in which priests, religious and laity, carefully selected and prepared, should give abiding 
spiritual and intellectual assistance to the youth of the university. Whether in Catholic universities 
or others, young people of greater ability who seem suited for teaching or research should be 
specially helped and encouraged to undertake a teaching career. 



11. Faculties of Sacred Sciences 
The Church expects much from the zealous endeavors of the faculties of the sacred sciences.(34) 
For to them she entrusts the very serious responsibility of preparing her own students not only for 
the priestly ministry, but especially for teaching in the seats of higher ecclesiastical studies or for 
promoting learning on their own or for undertaking the work of a more rigorous intellectual 
apostolate. Likewise it is the role of these very faculties to make more penetrating inquiry into the 
various aspects of the sacred sciences so that an ever deepening understanding of sacred Revelation 
is obtained, the legacy of Christian wisdom handed down by our forefathers is more fully 
developed, the dialogue with our separated brethren and with non-Christians is fostered, and 
answers are given to questions arising from the development of doctrine.(35)

Therefore ecclesiastical faculties should reappraise their own laws so that they can better promote 
the sacred sciences and those linked with them and, by employing up-to-date methods and aids, lead 
their students to more penetrating inquiry. 

12. Coordination to be Fostered in Scholastic Matters 

Cooperation is the order of the day. It increases more and more to supply the demand on a diocesan, 
national and international level. Since it is altogether necessary in scholastic matters, every means 
should be employed to foster suitable cooperation between Catholic schools, and between these and 
other schools that collaboration should be developed which the good of all mankind requires.(36) 
From greater coordination and cooperative endeavor greater fruits will be derived particularly in the 
area of academic institutions. Therefore in every university let the various faculties work mutually 
to this end, insofar as their goal will permit. In addition, let the universities also endeavor to work 
together by promoting international gatherings, by sharing scientific inquiries with one another, by 
communicating their discoveries to one another, by having exchange of professors for a time and by 
promoting all else that is conducive to greater assistance. 

CONCLUSION 

The sacred synod earnestly entreats young people themselves to become aware of the importance of 
the work of education and to prepare themselves to take it up, especially where because of a 
shortage of teachers the education of youth is in jeopardy. This same sacred synod, while professing 
its gratitude to priests, Religious men and women, and the laity who by their evangelical self-
dedication are devoted to the noble work of education and of schools of every type and level, 
exhorts them to persevere generously in the work they have undertaken and, imbuing their students 
with the spirit of Christ, to strive to excel in pedagogy and the pursuit of knowledge in such a way 
that they not merely advance the internal renewal of the Church but preserve and enhance its 
beneficent influence upon today's world, especially the intellectual world. 
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PREFACE
1. The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who 
are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the 
followers of Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts. For theirs 
is a community composed of men. United in Christ, they are led by the Holy Spirit in their journey 
to the Kingdom of their Father and they have welcomed the news of salvation which is meant for 
every man. That is why this community realizes that it is truly linked with mankind and its history 
by the deepest of bonds. 

2. Hence this Second Vatican Council, having probed more profoundly into the mystery of the 
Church, now addresses itself without hesitation, not only to the sons of the Church and to all who 
invoke the name of Christ, but to the whole of humanity. For the council yearns to explain to 
everyone how it conceives of the presence and activity of the Church in the world of today. 

Therefore, the council focuses its attention on the world of men, the whole human family along 
with the sum of those realities in the midst of which it lives; that world which is the theater of man's 
history, and the heir of his energies, his tragedies and his triumphs; that world which the Christian 
sees as created and sustained by its Maker's love, fallen indeed into the bondage of sin, yet 
emancipated now by Christ, Who was crucified and rose again to break the strangle hold of 
personified evil, so that the world might be fashioned anew according to God's design and reach its 
fulfillment.

3. Though mankind is stricken with wonder at its own discoveries and its power, it often raises 
anxious questions about the current trend of the world, about the place and role of man in the 
universe, about the meaning of its individual and collective strivings, and about the ultimate destiny 
of reality and of humanity. Hence, giving witness and voice to the faith of the whole people of God 
gathered together by Christ, this council can provide no more eloquent proof of its solidarity with, 
a, well as its respect and love for the entire human family with which it is bound up, than by 
engaging with it in conversation about these various problems. The council brings to mankind light 
kindled from the Gospel, and puts at its disposal those saving resources which the Church herself, 
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, receives from her Founder. For the human person deserves to 
be preserved; human society deserves to be renewed. Hence the focal point of our total presentation 
will be man himself, whole and entire, body and soul, heart and conscience, mind and will.

Therefore, this sacred synod, proclaiming the noble destiny of man and championing the Godlike 
seed which has been sown in him, offers to mankind the honest assistance of the Church in 
fostering that brotherhood of all men which corresponds to this destiny of theirs. Inspired by no 
earthly ambition, the Church seeks but a solitary goal: to carry forward the work of Christ under the 
lead of the befriending Spirit. And Christ entered this world to give witness to the truth, to rescue 
and not to sit in judgment, to serve and not to be served.(2) 



INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT THE SITUATION OF MEN IN THE MODERN WORLD 
4. To carry out such a task, the Church has always had the duty of scrutinizing the signs of the times 
and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel. Thus, in language intelligible to each generation, 
she can respond to the perennial questions which men ask about this present life and the life to 
come, and about the relationship of the one to the other. We must therefore recognize and 
understand the world in which we live, its explanations, its longings, and its often dramatic 
characteristics. Some of the main features of the modern world can be sketched as follows.

Today, the human race is involved in a new stage of history. Profound and rapid changes are 
spreading by degrees around the whole world. Triggered by the intelligence and creative energies of 
man, these changes recoil upon him, upon his decisions and desires, both individual and collective, 
and upon his manner of thinking and acting with respect to things and to people. Hence we can 
already speak of a true cultural and social transformation, one which has repercussions on man's 
religious life as well.

As happens in any crisis of growth, this transformation has brought serious difficulties in its wake. 
Thus while man extends his power in every direction, he does not always succeed in subjecting it to 
his own welfare. Striving to probe more profoundly into the deeper recesses of his own mind, he 
frequently appears more unsure of himself. Gradually and more precisely he lays bare the laws of 
society, only to be paralyzed by uncertainty about the direction to give it.

Never has the human race enjoyed such an abundance of wealth, resources and economic power, 
and yet a huge proportion of the worlds citizens are still tormented by hunger and poverty, while 
countless numbers suffer from total illiteracy. Never before has man had so keen an understanding 
of freedom, yet at the same time new forms of social and psychological slavery make their 
appearance. Although the world of today has a very vivid awareness of its unity and of how one 
man depends on another in needful solidarity, it is most grievously turn into opposing camps by 
conflicting forces. For political, social, economic, racial and ideological disputes still continue 
bitterly, and with them the peril of a war which would reduce everything to ashes. True, there is a 
growing exchange of ideas, but the very words by which key concepts are expressed take on quite 
different meanings in diverse ideological systems. Finally, man painstakingly searches for a better 
world, without a corresponding spiritual advancement.

Influenced by such a variety of complexities, many of our contemporaries are kept from accurately 
identifying permanent values and adjusting them properly to fresh discoveries. As a result, buffeted 
between hope and anxiety and pressing one another with questions about the present course of 
events, they are burdened down with uneasiness. This same course of events leads men to look for 
answers; indeed, it forces them to do so.

5. Today's spiritual agitation and the changing conditions of life are part of a broader and deeper 
revolution. As a result of the latter, intellectual formation is ever increasingly based on the 
mathematical and natural sciences and on those dealing with man himself, while in the practical 
order the technology which stems from these sciences takes on mounting importance.

This scientific spirit has a new kind of impact on the cultural sphere and on modes of thought. 
Technology is now transforming the face of the earth, and is already trying to master outer space. 
To a certain extent, the human intellect is also broadening its dominion over time: over the past by 
means of historical knowledge; over the future, by the art of projecting and by planning.

Advances in biology, psychology, and the social sciences not only bring men hope of improved 
self-knowledge; in conjunction with technical methods, they are helping men exert direct influence 
on the life of social groups.

At the same time, the human race is giving steadily-increasing thought to forecasting and regulating 
its own population growth. History itself speeds along on so rapid a course that an individual person 
can scarcely keep abreast of it. The destiny of the human community has become all of a piece, 



where once the various groups of men had a kind of private history of their own.

Thus, the human race has passed from a rather static concept of reality to a more dynamic, 
evolutionary one. In consequence there has arisen a new series of problems, a series as numerous as 
can be, calling for efforts of analysis and synthesis.

6. By this very circumstance, the traditional local communities such as families, clans, tribes, 
villages, various groups and associations stemming from social contacts, experience more thorough 
changes every day.

The industrial type of society is gradually being spread, leading some nations to economic 
affluence, and radically transforming ideas and social conditions established for centuries.

Likewise, the cult and pursuit of city living has grown, either because of a multiplication of cities 
and their inhabitants, or by a transplantation of city life to rural settings.

New and more efficient media of social communication are contributing to the knowledge of 
events; by setting off chain reactions they are giving the swiftest and widest possible circulation to 
styles of thought and feeling.

It is also noteworthy how many men are being induced to migrate on various counts, and are 
thereby changing their manner of life. Thus a man's ties with his fellows are constantly being 
multiplied, and at the same time "socialization" brings further ties, without however always 
promoting appropriate personal development and truly personal relationships.

This kind of evolution can be seen more clearly in those nations which already enjoy the 
conveniences of economic and technological progress, though it is also astir among peoples still 
striving for such progress and eager to secure for themselves the advantages of an industrialized and 
urbanized society. These peoples, especially those among them who are attached to older traditions, 
are simultaneously undergoing a movement toward more mature and personal exercise of liberty.

7. A change in attitudes and in human structures frequently calls accepted values into question, 
especially among young people, who have grown impatient on more than one occasion, and indeed 
become rebels in their distress. Aware of their own influence in the life of society, they want a part 
in it sooner. This frequently causes parents and educators to experience greater difficulties day by 
day in discharging their tasks. The institutions, laws and modes of thinking and feeling as handed 
down from previous generations do not always seem to be well adapted to the contemporary state of 
affairs; hence arises an upheaval in the manner and even the norms of behavior.

Finally, these new conditions have their impact on religion. On the one hand a more critical ability 
to distinguish religion from a magical view of the world and from the superstitions which still 
circulate purifies it and exacts day by day a more personal and explicit adherence to faith. As a 
result many persons are achieving a more vivid sense of God. On the other hand, growing numbers 
of people are abandoning religion in practice. Unlike former days, the denial of God or of religion, 
or the abandonment oœ them, are no longer unusual and individual occurrences. For today it is not 
rare for such things to be presented as requirements of scientific progress or of a certain new 
humanism. In numerous places these views are voiced not only in the teachings of philosophers, but 
on every side they influence literature, the arts, the interpretation of the humanities and of history 
and civil laws themselves. As a consequence, many people are shaken.

8. This development coming so rapidly and often in a disorderly fashion, combined with keener 
awareness itself of the inequalities in the world beget or intensify contradictions and imbalances.

Within the individual person there develops rather frequently an imbalance between an intellect 
which is modern in practical matters and a theoretical system of thought which can neither master 
the sum total of its ideas, nor arrange them adequately into a synthesis. Likewise an imbalance 
arises between a concern for practicality and efficiency, and the demands of moral conscience; also 
very often between the conditions of collective existence and the requisites of personal thought, and 
even of contemplation. At length there develops an imbalance between specialized human activity 



and a comprehensive view of reality.

As for the family, discord results from population, economic and social pressures, or from 
difficulties which arise between succeeding generations, or from new social relationships between 
men and women.

Differences crop up too between races and between various kinds of social orders; between wealthy 
nations and those which are less influential or are needy; finally, between international institutions 
born of the popular desire for peace, and the ambition to propagate one's own ideology, as well as 
collective greeds existing in nations or other groups.

What results is mutual distrust, enmities, conflicts and hardships. Of such is man at once the cause 
and the victim.

9. Meanwhile the conviction grows not only that humanity can and should increasingly consolidate 
its control over creation, but even more, that it devolves on humanity to establish a political, social 
and economic order which will growingly serve man and help individuals as well as groups to 
affirm and develop the dignity proper to them.

As a result many persons are quite aggressively demanding those benefits of which with vivid 
awareness they judge themselves to be deprived either through injustice or unequal distribution. 
Nations on the road to progress, like those recently made independent, desire to participate in the 
goods of modern civilization, not only in the political field but also economically, and to play their 
part freely on the world scene. Still they continually fall behind while very often their economic and 
other dependence on wealthier nations advances more rapidly.

People hounded by hunger call upon those better off. Where they have not yet won it, women claim 
for themselves an equity with men before the law and in fact. Laborers and farmers seek not only to 
provide for the necessities of life, but to develop the gifts of their personality by their labors and 
indeed to take part in regulating economic, social, political and cultural life. Now, for the first time 
in human history all people are convinced that the benefits of culture ought to be and actually can 
be extended to everyone.

Still, beneath all these demands lies a deeper and more widespread longing: persons and societies 
thirst for a full and free life worthy of man; one in which they can subject to their own welfare all 
that the modern world can offer them so abundantly. In addition, nations try harder every day to 
bring about a kind of universal community.

Since all these things are so, the modern world shows itself at once powerful and weak, capable of 
the noblest deeds or the foulest; before it lies the path to freedom or to slavery, to progress or 
retreat, to brotherhood or hatred. Moreover, man is becoming aware that it is his responsibility to 
guide aright the forces which he has unleashed and which can enslave him or minister to him. That 
is why he is putting questions to himself.

10. The truth is that the imbalances under which the modern world labors are linked with that more 
basic imbalance which is rooted in the heart of man. For in man himself many elements wrestle 
with one another. Thus, on the one hand, as a creature he experiences his limitations in a multitude 
of ways; on the other he feels himself to be boundless in his desires and summoned to a higher life. 
Pulled by manifold attractions he is constantly forced to choose among them and renounce some. 
Indeed, as a weak and sinful being, he often does what he would not, and fails to do what he 
would.(1) Hence he suffers from internal divisions, and from these flow so many and such great 
discords in society. No doubt many whose lives are infected with a practical materialism are blinded 
against any sharp insight into this kind of dramatic situation; or else, weighed down by unhappiness 
they are prevented from giving the matter any thought. Thinking they have found serenity in an 
interpretation of reality everywhere proposed these days, many look forward to a genuine and total 
emancipation of humanity wrought solely by human effort; they are convinced that the future rule 
of man over the earth will satisfy every desire of his heart. Nor are there lacking men who despair 



of any meaning to life and praise the boldness of those who think that human existence is devoid of 
any inherent significance and strive to confer a total meaning on it by their own ingenuity alone.

Nevertheless, in the face of the modern development of the world, the number constantly swells of 
the people who raise the most basic questions of recognize them with a new sharpness: what is 
man? What is this sense of sorrow, of evil, of death, which continues to exist despite so much 
progress? What purpose have these victories purchased at so high a cost? What can man offer to 
society, what can he expect from it? What follows this earthly life?

The Church firmly believes that Christ, who died and was raised up for all,(2) can through His 
Spirit offer man the light and the strength to measure up to his supreme destiny. Nor has any other 
name under the heaven been given to man by which it is fitting for him to be saved.(3) She likewise 
holds that in her most benign Lord and Master can be found the key, the focal point and the goal of 
man, as well as of all human history. The Church also maintains that beneath all changes there are 
many realities which do not change and which have their ultimate foundation in Christ, Who is the 
same yesterday and today, yes and forever.(4) Hence under the light of Christ, the image of the 
unseen God, the firstborn of every creature,(5) the council wishes to speak to all men in order to 
shed light on the mystery of man and to cooperate in finding the solution to the outstanding 
problems of our time. 

PART I 
THE CHURCH AND MAN'S CALLING 

11. The People of God believes that it is led by the Lord's Spirit, Who fills the earth. Motivated by 
this faith, it labors to decipher authentic signs of God's presence and purpose in the happenings, 
needs and desires in which this People has a part along with other men of our age. For faith throws 
a new light on everything, manifests God's design œor man's total vocation, and thus directs the 
mind to solutions which are fully human.

This council, first of all, wishes to assess in this light those values which are most highly prized 
today and to relate them to their divine source. Insofar as they stem from endowments conferred by 
God on man, these values are exceedingly good. Yet they are often wrenched from their rightful 
function by the taint in man's heart, and hence stand in need of purification.

What does the Church think of man? What needs to be recommended for the upbuilding of 
contemporary society? What is the ultimate significance of human activity throughout the world? 
People are waiting for an answer to these questions. From the answers it will be increasingly clear 
that the People of God and the human race in whose midst it lives render service to each other. Thus 
the mission of the Church will show its religious, and by that very fact, its supremely human 
character. 

CHAPTER I 
THE DIGNITY OF THE HUMAN PERSON 

12. According to the almost unanimous opinion of believers and unbelievers alike, all things on 
earth should be related to man as their center and crown.

But what is man? About himself he has expressed, and continues to express, many divergent and 
even contradictory opinions. In these he often exalts himself as the absolute measure of all things or 
debases himself to the point of despair. The result is doubt and anxiety. The Church certainly 
understands these problems. Endowed with light from God, she can offer solutions to them, so that 
man's true situation can be portrayed and his defects explained, while at the same time his dignity 
and destiny are justly acknowledged.

For Sacred Scripture teaches that man was created "to the image of God," is capable of knowing 



and loving his Creator, and was appointed by Him as master of all earthly creatures(1) that he might 
subdue them and use them to God's glory.(2) "What is man that you should care for him? You have 
made him little less than the angels, and crowned him with glory and honor. You have given him 
rule over the works of your hands, putting all things under his feet" (Ps. 8:5-7).

But God did not create man as a solitary, for from the beginning "male and female he created them" 
(Gen. 1:27). Their companionship produces the primary form of interpersonal communion. For by 
his innermost nature man is a social being, and unless he relates himself to others he can neither live 
nor develop his potential.

Therefore, as we read elsewhere in Holy Scripture God saw "all that he had made, and it was very 
good" (Gen. 1:31).

13. Although he was made by God in a state of holiness, from the very onset of his history man 
abused his liberty, at the urging of the Evil One. Man set himself against God and sought to attain 
his goal apart from God. Although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, but their 
senseless minds were darkened and they served the creature rather than the Creator.(3) What divine 
revelation makes known to us agrees with experience. Examining his heart, man finds that he has 
inclinations toward evil too, and is engulfed by manifold ills which cannot come from his good 
Creator. Often refusing to acknowledge God as his beginning, man has disrupted also his proper 
relationship to his own ultimate goal as well as his whole relationship toward himself and others 
and all created things.

Therefore man is split within himself. As a result, all of human life, whether individual or 
collective, shows itseLf to be a dramatic struggle between good and evil, between light and 
darkness. Indeed, man finds that by himself he is incapable of battling the assaults of evil 
successfully, so that everyone feels as though he is bound by chains. But the Lord Himself came to 
free and strengthen man, renewing him inwardly and casting out that "prince of this world" (John 
12:31) who held him in the bondage of sin.(4) For sin has diminished man, blocking his path to 
fulfillment.

The call to grandeur and the depths of misery, both of which are a part of human experience, find 
their ultimate and simultaneous explanation in the light of this revelation.

14. Though made of body and soul, man is one. Through his bodily composition he gathers to 
himself the elements of the material world; thus they reach their crown through him, and through 
him raise their voice in free praise of the Creator.(6) For this reason man is not allowed to despise 
his bodily life, rather he is obliged to regard his body as good and honorable since God has created 
it and will raise it up on the last day. Nevertheless, wounded by sin, man experiences rebellious 
stirrings in his body. But the very dignity of man postulates that man glorify God in his body and 
forbid it to serve the evil inclinations of his heart.

Now, man is not wrong when he regards himself as superior to bodily concerns, and as more than a 
speck of nature or a nameless constituent of the city of man. For by his interior qualities he outstrips 
the whole sum of mere things. He plunges into the depths of reality whenever he enters into his own 
heart; God, Who probes the heart,(7) awaits him there; there he discerns his proper destiny beneath 
tho eyes of God. Thus, when he recognizes in himself a spiritual and immortal soul, he is not being 
mocked by a fantasy born only of physical or social influences, but is rather laying hold of the 
proper truth of the matter.

15. Man judges rightly that by his intellect he surpasses the material universe, for he shares in the 
light of the divine mind. By relentlessly employing his talents through the ages he has indeed made 
progress in the practical sciences and in technology and the liberal arts. In our times he has won 
superlative victories, especially in his probing of the material world and in subjecting it to himself. 
Still he has always searched for more penetrating truths, and finds them. For his intelligence is not 
confined to observable data alone, but can with genuine certitude attain to reality itself as knowable, 
though in consequence of sin that certitude is partly obscured and weakened.



The intellectual nature of the human person is perfected by wisdom and needs to be, for wisdom 
gently attracts the mind of man to a quest and a love for what is true and good. Steeped in wisdom. 
man passes through visible realities to those which are unseen.

Our era needs such wisdom more than bygone ages if the discoveries made by man are to be further 
humanized. For the future of the world stands in peril unless wiser men are forthcoming. It should 
also be pointed out that many nations, poorer in economic goods, are quite rich in wisdom and can 
offer noteworthy advantages to others.

It is, finally, through the gift of the Holy Spirit that man comes by faith to the contemplation and 
appreciation of the divine plan.(8)

16. In the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which he does not impose upon himself, but 
which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love good and avoid evil, the voice of 
conscience when necessary speaks to his heart: do this, shun that. For man has in his heart a law 
written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of man; according to it he will be judged.(9) 
Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a man. There he is alone with God, Whose 
voice echoes in his depths.(10) In a wonderful manner conscience reveals that law which is fulfilled 
by love of God and neighbor.(11) In fidelity to conscience, Christians are joined with the rest of 
men in the search for truth, and for the genuine solution to the numerous problems which arise in 
the life of individuals from social relationships. Hence the more right conscience holds sway, the 
more persons and groups turn aside from blind choice and strive to be guided by the objective 
norms of morality. Conscience frequently errs from invincible ignorance without losing its dignity. 
The same cannot be said for a man who cares but little for truth and goodness, or for a conscience 
which by degrees grows practically sightless as a result of habitual sin.

17. Only in freedom can man direct himself toward goodness. Our contemporaries make much of 
this freedom and pursue it eagerly; and rightly to be sure. Often however they foster it perversely as 
a license for doing whatever pleases them, even if it is evil. For its part, authentic freedom is an 
exceptional sign of the divine image within man. For God has willed that man remain "under the 
control of his own decisions,"(12) so that he can seek his Creator spontaneously, and come freely to 
utter and blissful perfection through loyalty to Him. Hence man's dignity demands that he act 
according to a knowing and free choice that is personally motivated and prompted from within, not 
under blind internal impulse nor by mere external pressure. Man achieves such dignity when, 
emancipating himself from all captivity to passion, he pursues his goal in a spontaneous choice of 
what is good, and procures for himself through effective and skilful action, apt helps to that end. 
Since man's freedom has been damaged by sin, only by the aid of God's grace can he bring such a 
relationship with God into full flower. Before the judgement seat of God each man must render an 
account of his own life, whether he has done good or evil.(13)

18. It is in the face of death that the riddle a human existence grows most acute. Not only is man 
tormented by pain and by the advancing deterioration of his body, but even more so by a dread of 
perpetual extinction. He rightly follows the intuition of his heart when he abhors and repudiates the 
utter ruin and total disappearance of his own person. He rebels against death because he bears in 
himself an eternal seed which cannot be reduced to sheer matter. All the endeavors of technology, 
though useful in the extreme, cannot calm his anxiety; for prolongation of biological life is unable 
to satisfy that desire for higher life which is inescapably lodged in his breast.

Although the mystery of death utterly beggars the imagination, the Church has been taught by 
divine revelation and firmly teaches that man has been created by God for a blissful purpose beyond 
the reach of earthly misery. In addition, that bodily death from which man would have been 
immune had he not sinned(14) will be vanquished, according to the Christian faith, when man who 
was ruined by his own doing is restored to wholeness by an almighty and merciful Saviour. For 
God has called man and still calls him so that with his entire being he might be joined to Him in an 
endless sharing of a divine life beyond all corruption. Christ won this victory when He rose to life, 
for by His death He freed man from death. Hence to every thoughtful man a solidly established faith 



provides the answer to his anxiety about what the future holds for him. At the same time faith gives 
him the power to be united in Christ with his loved ones who have already been snatched away by 
death; faith arouses the hope that they have found true life with God.

19. The root reason for human dignity lies in man's call to communion with God. From the very 
circumstance of his origin man is already invited to converse with God. For man would not exist 
were he not created by Gods love and constantly preserved by it; and he cannot live fully according 
to truth unless he freely acknowledges that love and devotes himself to His Creator. Still, many of 
our contemporaries have never recognized this intimate and vital link with God, or have explicitly 
rejected it. Thus atheism must be accounted among the most serious problems of this age, and is 
deserving of closer examination.

The word atheism is applied to phenomena which are quite distinct from one another. For while 
God is expressly denied by some, others believe that man can assert absolutely nothing about Him. 
Still others use such a method to scrutinize the question of God as to make it seem devoid of 
meaning. Many, unduly transgressing the limits of the positive sciences, contend that everything 
can be explained by this kind of scientific reasoning alone, or by contrast, they altogether disallow 
that there is any absolute truth. Some laud man so extravagantly that their faith in God lapses into a 
kind of anemia, though they seem more inclined to affirm man than to deny God. Again some form 
for themselves such a fallacious idea of God that when they repudiate this figment they are by no 
means rejecting the God of the Gospel. Some never get to the point of raising questions about God, 
since they seem to experience no religious stirrings nor do they see why they should trouble 
themselves about religion. Moreover, atheism results not rarely from a violent protest against the 
evil in this world, or from the absolute character with which certain human values are unduly 
invested, and which thereby already accords them the stature of God. Modern civilization itself 
often complicates the approach to God not for any essential reason but because it is so heavily 
engrossed in earthly affairs.

Undeniably, those who willfully shut out God from their hearts and try to dodge religious questions 
are not following the dictates of their consciences, and hence are not free of blame; yet believers 
themselves frequently bear some responsibility for this situation. For, taken as a whole, atheism is 
not a spontaneous development but stems from a variety of causes, including a critical reaction 
against religious beliefs, and in some places against the Christian religion in particular. Hence 
believers can have more than a little to do with the birth of atheism. To the extent that they neglect 
their own training in the faith, or teach erroneous doctrine, or are deficient in their religious, moral 
or social life, they must be said to conceal rather than reveal the authentic face of God and religion.

20. Modern atheism often takes on a systematic expression which, in addition to other causes, 
stretches the desires for human independence to such a point that it poses difficulties against any 
kind of dependence on God. Those who profess atheism of this sort maintain that it gives man 
freedom to be an end unto himself, the sole artisan and creator of his own history. They claim that 
this freedom cannot be reconciled with the affirmation of a Lord Who is author and purpose of all 
things, or at least that this freedom makes such an affirmation altogether superfluous. Favoring this 
doctrine can be the sense of power which modern technical progress generates in man.

Not to be overlooked among the forms of modern atheism is that which anticipates the liberation of 
man especially through his economic and social emancipation. This form argues that by its nature 
religion thwarts this liberation by arousing man's hope for a deceptive future life, thereby diverting 
him from the constructing of the earthly city. Consequently when the proponents of this doctrine 
gain governmental rower they vigorously fight against religion, and promote atheism by using, 
especially in the education of youth, those means of pressure which public power has at its disposal.

21. In her loyal devotion to God and men, the Church has already repudiated(16) and cannot cease 
repudiating, sorrowfully but as firmly as possible, those poisonous doctrines and actions which 
contradict reason and the common experience of humanity, and dethrone man from his native 
excellence.



Still, she strives to detect in the atheistic mind the hidden causes for the denial of God; conscious of 
how weighty are the questions which atheism raises, and motivated by love for all men, she believes 
these questions ought to be examined seriously and more profoundly.

The Church holds that the recognition of God is in no way hostile to man's dignity, since this 
dignity is rooted and perfected in God. For man was made an intelligent and free member of society 
by God Who created him, but even more important, he is called as a son to commune with God and 
share in His happiness. She further teaches that a hope related to the end of time does not diminish 
the importance of intervening duties but rather undergirds the acquittal of them with fresh 
incentives. By contrast, when a divine instruction and the hope of life eternal are wanting, man's 
dignity is most grievously lacerated, as current events often attest; riddles of life and death, of guilt 
and of grief go unsolved with the frequent result that men succumb to despair.

Meanwhile every man remains to himself an unsolved puzzle, however obscurely he may perceive 
it. For on certain occasions no one can entirely escape the kind of self-questioning mentioned 
earlier, especially when life's major events take place. To this questioning only God fully and most 
certainly provides an answer as He summons man to higher knowledge and humbler probing.

The remedy which must be applied to atheism, however, is to be sought in a proper presentation of 
the Church's teaching as well as in the integral life of the Church and her members. For it is the 
function of the Church, led by the Holy Spirit Who renews and purifies her ceaselessly,(17) to make 
God the Father and His Incarnate Son present and in a sense visible. This result is achieved chiefly 
by the witness of a living and mature faith, namely, one trained to see difficulties clearly and to 
master them. Many martyrs have given luminous witness to this faith and continue to do so. This 
faith needs to prove its fruitfulness by penetrating the believer's entire life, including its worldly 
dimensions, and by activating him toward justice and love, especially regarding the needy. What 
does the most reveal God's presence, however, is the brotherly charity of the faithful who are united 
in spirit as they work together for the faith of the Gospel(18) and who prove themselves a sign of 
unity.

While rejecting atheism, root and branch, the Church sincerely professes that all men, believers and 
unbelievers alike, ought to work for the rightful betterment of this world in which all alike live; 
such an ideal cannot be realized, however, apart from sincere and prudent dialogue. Hence the 
Church protests against the distinction which some state authorities make between believers and 
unbelievers, with prejudice to the fundamental rights of the human person. The Church calls for the 
active liberty of believers to build up in this world God's temple too. She courteously invites 
atheists to examine the Gospel of Christ with an open mind.

Above all the Church known that her message is in harmony with the most secret desires of the 
human heart when she champions the dignity of the human vocation, restoring hope to those who 
have already despaired of anything higher than their present lot. Far from diminishing man, her 
message brings to his development light, life and freedom. Apart from this message nothing will 
avail to fill up the heart of man: "Thou hast made us for Thyself," O Lord, "and our hearts are 
restless till they rest in Thee."(19)

22. The truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on 
light. For Adam, the first man, was a figure of Him Who was to come,(20) namely Christ the Lord. 
Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals 
man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear. It is not surprising, then, that in Him all 
the aforementioned truths find their root and attain their crown.

He Who is "the image of the invisible God" (Col. 1:15),(21) is Himself the perfect man. To the sons 
of Adam He restores the divine likeness which had been disfigured from the first sin onward. Since 
human nature as He assumed it was not annulled,(22) by that very fact it has been raised up to a 
divine dignity in our respect too. For by His incarnation the Son of God has united Himself in some 
fashion with every man. He worked with human hands, He thought with a human mind, acted by 



human choice(23) and loved with a human heart. Born of the Virgin Mary, He has truly been made 
one of us, like us in all things except sin.(24)

As an innocent lamb He merited for us life by the free shedding of His own blood. In Him God 
reconciled us(25) to Himself and among ourselves; from bondage to the devil and sin He delivered 
us, so that each one of us can say with the Apostle: The Son of God "loved me and gave Himself up 
for me" (Gal. 2:20). By suffering for us He not only provided us with an example for our 
imitation,(26) He blazed a trail, and if we follow it, life and death are made holy and take on a new 
meaning.

The Christian man, conformed to the likeness of that Son Who is the firstborn of many 
brothers,(27) received "the first-fruits of the Spirit" (Rom. 8:23) by which he becomes capable of 
discharging the new law of love.(28) Through this Spirit, who is "the pledge of our inheritance" 
(Eph. 1:14), the whole man is renewed from within, even to the achievement of "the redemption of 
the body" (Rom. 8:23): "If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the death dwells in you, then he 
who raised Jesus Christ from the dead will also bring to life your mortal bodies because of his Spirit 
who dwells in you" (Rom. 8:11).(29) Pressing upon the Christian to be sure, are the need and the 
duty to battle against evil through manifold tribulations and even to suffer death. But, linked with 
the paschal mystery and patterned on the dying Christ, he will hasten forward to resurrection in the 
strength which comes from hope.(30)

All this holds true not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose hearts grace works 
in an unseen way.(31) For, since Christ died for all men,(32) and since the ultimate vocation of man 
is in fact one, and divine, we ought to believe that the Holy Spirit in a manner known only to God 
offers to every man the possibility of being associated with this paschal mystery.

Such is the mystery of man, and it is a great one, as seen by believers in the light of Christian 
revelation. Through Christ and in Christ, the riddles of sorrow and death grow meaningful. Apart 
from His Gospel, they overwhelm us. Christ has risen, destroying death by His death; He has 
lavished life upon us(33) so that, as sons in the Son, we can cry out in the Spirit; Abba, Father(34) 

CHAPTER II 
THE COMMUNITY OF MANKIND 

23. One of the salient features of the modern world is the growing interdependence of men one on 
the other, a development promoted chiefly by modern technical advances. Nevertheless brotherly 
dialogue among men does not reach its perfection on the level of technical progress, but on the 
deeper level of interpersonal relationships. These demand a mutual respect for the full spiritual 
dignity of the person. Christian revelation contributes greatly to the promotion of this communion 
between persons, and at the same time leads us to a deeper understanding of the laws of social life 
which the Creator has written into man's moral and spiritual nature.

Since rather recent documents of the Church's teaching authority have dealt at considerable length 
with Christian doctrine about human society,(1) this council is merely going to call to mind some of 
the more basic truths, treating their foundations under the light of revelation. Then it will dwell 
more at length on certain of their implications having special significance for our day.

24. God, Who has fatherly concern for everyone, has willed that all men should constitute one 
family and treat one another in a spirit of brotherhood. For having been created in the image of 
God, Who "from one man has created the whole human race and made them live all over the face of 
the earth" (Acts 17:26), all men are called to one and the same goal, namely God Himself.

For this reason, love for God and neighbor is the first and greatest commandment. Sacred Scripture, 
however, teaches us that the love of God cannot be separated from love of neighbor: "If there is any 
other commandment, it is summed up in this saying: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.... Love 
therefore is the fulfillment of the Law" (Rom. 13:9-10; cf. 1 John 4:20). To men growing daily 
more dependent on one another, and to a world becoming more unified every day, this truth proves 



to be of paramount importance.

Indeed, the Lord Jesus, when He prayed to the Father, "that all may be one. . . as we are one" (John 
17:21-22) opened up vistas closed to human reason, for He implied a certain likeness between the 
union of the divine Persons, and the unity of God's sons in truth and charity. This likeness reveals 
that man, who is the only creature on earth which God willed for itself, cannot fully find himself 
except through a sincere gift of himself.(2)

25. Man's social nature makes it evident that the progress of the human person and the advance of 
society itself hinge on one another. For the beginning, the subject and the goal of all social 
institutions is and must be the human person which for its part and by its very nature stands 
completely in need of social life.(3) Since this social life is not something added on to man, through 
his dealings with others, through reciprocal duties, and through fraternal dialogue he develops all 
his gifts and is able to rise to his destiny.

Among those social ties which man needs for his development some, like the family and political 
community, relate with greater immediacy to his innermost nature; others originate rather from his 
free decision. In our era, for various reasons, reciprocal ties and mutual dependencies increase day 
by day and give rise to a variety of associations and organizations, both public and private. This 
development, which is called socialization, while certainly not without its dangers, brings with it 
many advantages with respect to consolidating and increasing the qualities of the human person, 
and safeguarding his rights.(4)

But if by this social life the human person is greatly aided in responding to his destiny, even in its 
religious dimensions, it cannot be denied that men are often diverted from doing good and spurred 
toward and by the social circumstances in which they live and are immersed from their birth. To be 
sure the disturbances which so frequently occur in the social order result in part from the natural 
tensions of economic, political and social forms. But at a deeper level they flow from man's pride 
and selfishness, which contaminate even the social sphere. When the structure of affairs is flawed 
by the consequences of sin, man, already born with a bent toward evil, finds there new inducements 
to sin, which cannot be overcome without strenuous efforts and the assistance of grace.

26. Every day human interdependence grows more tightly drawn and spreads by degrees over the 
whole world. As a result the common good, that is, the sum of those conditions of social life which 
allow social groups and their individual members relatively thorough and ready access to their own 
fulfillment, today takes on an increasingly universal complexion and consequently involves rights 
and duties with respect to the whole human race. Every social group must take account of the needs 
and legitimate aspirations of other groups, and even of the general welfare of the entire human 
family.(5)

At the same time, however, there is a growing awareness of the exalted dignity proper to the human 
person, since he stands above all things, and his rights and duties are universal and inviolable. 
Therefore, there must be made available to all men everything necessary for leading a life truly 
human, such as food, clothing, and shelter; the right to choose a state of life freely and to found a 
family, the right to education, to employment, to a good reputation, to respect, to appropriate 
information, to activity in accord with the upright norm of one's own conscience, to protection of 
privacy and rightful freedom. even in matters religious.

Hence, the social order and its development must invariably work to the benefit of the human 
person if the disposition of affairs is to be subordinate to the personal realm and not contrariwise, as 
the Lord indicated when He said that the Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the 
Sabbath.(6)

This social order requires constant improvement It must be founded on truth, built on justice and 
animated by love; in freedom it should grow every day toward a more humane balance.(7) An 
improvement in attitudes and abundant changes in society will have to take place if these objectives 
are to be gained.



God's Spirit, Who with a marvelous providence directs the unfolding of time and renews the face of 
the earth, is not absent from this development. The ferment of the Gospel too has aroused and 
continues to arouse in man's heart the irresistible requirements of his dignity.

27. Coming down to practical and particularly urgent consequences, this council lays stress on 
reverence for man; everyone must consider his every neighbor without exception as another self, 
taking into account first of all His life and the means necessary to living it with dignity,(8) so as not 
to imitate the rich man who had no concern for the poor man Lazarus.(9)

In our times a special obligation binds us to make ourselves the neighbor of every person without 
exception. and of actively helping him when he comes across our path, whether he be an old person 
abandoned by all, a foreign laborer unjustly looked down upon, a refugee, a child born of an 
unlawful union and wrongly suffering for a sin he did not commit, or a hungry person who disturbs 
our conscience by recalling the voice of the Lord, "As long as you did it for one of these the least of 
my brethren, you did it for me" (Matt. 25:40).

Furthermore, whatever is opposed to life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide, abortion, 
euthanasia or wilful self-destruction, whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as 
mutilation, torments inflicted on body or mind, attempts to coerce the will itself; whatever insults 
human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, 
prostitution, the selling of women and children; as well as disgraceful working conditions, where 
men are treated as mere tools for profit, rather than as free and responsible persons; all these things 
and others of their like are infamies indeed. They poison human society, but they do more harm to 
those who practice them than those who suffer from the injury. Moreover, they are supreme 
dishonor to the Creator.

28. Respect and love ought to be extended also to those who think or act differently than we do in 
social, political and even religious matters. In fact, the more deeply we come to understand their 
ways of thinking through such courtesy and love, the more easily will we be able to enter into 
dialogue with them.

This love and good will, to be sure, must in no way render us indifferent to truth and goodness. 
Indeed love itself impels the disciples of Christ to speak the saving truth to all men. But it is 
necessary to distinguish between error, which always merits repudiation, and the person in error, 
who never loses the dignity of being a person even when he is flawed by false or inadequate 
religious notions.(10) God alone is the judge and searcher of hearts, for that reason He forbids us to 
make judgments about the internal guilt of anyone.(11)

The teaching of Christ even requires that we forgive injuries,(12) and extends the law of love to 
include every enemy, according to the command of the New Law: "You have heard that it was said: 
Thou shalt love thy neighbor and hate thy enemy. But I say to you: love your enemies, do good to 
those who hate you, and pray for those who persecute and calumniate you" (Matt. S:43-44).

29. Since all men possess a rational soul and are created in God's likeness, since they have the same 
nature and origin, have been redeemed by Christ and enjoy the same divine calling and destiny, the 
basic equality of all must receive increasingly greater recognition.

True, all men are not alike from the point of view of varying physical power and the diversity of 
intellectual and moral resources. Nevertheless, with respect to the fundamental rights of the person, 
every type of discrimination, whether social or cultural, whether based on sex, race, color, social 
condition, language or religion, is to be overcome and eradicated as contrary to God's intent. For in 
truth it must still be regretted that fundamental personal rights are still not being universally 
honored. Such is the case of a woman who is denied the right to choose a husband freely, to 
embrace a state of life or to acquire an education or cultural benefits equal to those recognized for 
men.

Therefore, although rightful differences exist between men, the equal dignity of persons demands 



that a more humane and just condition of life be brought about. For excessive economic and social 
differences between the members of the one human family or population groups cause scandal, and 
militate against social justice, equity, the dignity of the human person, as well as social and 
international peace.

Human institutions, both private and public, must labor to minister to the dignity and purpose of 
man. At the same time let them put up a stubborn fight against any kind of slavery, whether social 
or political, and safeguard the basic rights of man under every political system. Indeed human 
institutions themselves must be accommodated by degrees to the highest of all realities, spiritual 
ones, even though meanwhile, a long enough time will be required before they arrive at the desired 
goal.

30. Profound and rapid changes make it more necessary that no one ignoring the trend of events or 
drugged by laziness, content himself with a merely individualistic morality. It grows increasingly 
true that the obligations of justice and love are fulfilled only if each person, contributing to the 
common good, according to his own abilities and the needs of others, also promotes and assists the 
public and private institutions dedicated to bettering the conditions of human life. Yet there are 
those who, while possessing grand and rather noble sentiments, nevertheless in reality live always 
as if they cared nothing for the needs of society. Many in various places even make light of social 
laws and precepts, and do not hesitate to resort to various frauds and deceptions in avoiding just 
taxes or other debts due to society. Others think little of certain norms of social life, for example 
those designed for the protection of health, or laws establishing speed limits; they do not even avert 
to the fact that by such indifference they imperil their own life and that of others.

Let everyone consider it his sacred obligation to esteem and observe social necessities as belonging 
ta the primary duties of modern man. For the more unified the world becomes, the more plainly do 
the offices of men extend beyond particular groups and spread by degrees to the whole world. But 
this development cannot occur unless individual men and their associations cultivate in themselves 
the moral and social virtues, and promote them in society; thus, with the needed help of divine 
grace men who are truly new and artisans of a new humanity can be forthcoming

31. In order for individual men to discharge with greater exactness the obligations of their 
conscience toward themselves and the various group to which they belong, they must be carefully 
educated to a higher degree of culture through the use of the immense resources available today to 
the human race. Above all the education of youth from every social background has to be 
undertaken, so that there can be produced not only men and women of refined talents, but those 
great-souled persons who are so desperately required by our times.

Now a man can scarcely arrive at the needed sense of responsibility, unless his living conditions 
allow him to become conscious of his dignity, and to rise to.(15) destiny by spending himself for 
God and for others. But human freedom is often crippled when a man encounters extreme poverty 
just as it withers when he indulges in too many of life's comforts and imprisons himself in a kind of 
splendid isolation. Freedom acquires new strength, by contrast, when a man consents to the 
unavoidable requirements of social life, takes on the manifold demands of human partnership, and 
commits himself to the service of the human community.

Hence, the will to play one's role in common endeavors should be everywhere encouraged. Praise is 
due to those national procedures which allow the largest possible number of citizens to participate 
in public affairs with genuine freedom. Account must be taken, to be sure, of the actual conditions 
of each people and the decisiveness required by public authority. If every citizen is to feel inclined 
to take part in the activities of the various groups which make up the social body, these must offer 
advantages which will attract members and dispose them to serve others. We can justly consider 
that the future of humanity lies in the hands of those who are strong enough to provide coming 
generations with reasons for living and hoping.

32. As God did not create man for life in isolation, but for the formation of social unity, so also "it 



has pleased God to make men holy and save them not merely as individuals, without bond or link 
between them, but by making them into a single people, a people which acknowledges Him in truth 
and serves Him in holiness."(13) So from the beginning of salvation history He has chosen men not 
just as individuals but as members of a certain community. Revealing His mind to them, God called 
these chosen ones "His people" (Ex. 3:7-12), and even made a covenant with them on Sinai.(14)

This communitarian character is developed and consummated in the work of Jesus Christ. For the 
very Word made flesh willed to share in the human fellowship. He was present at the wedding of 
Cana, visited the house of Zacchaeus, ate with publicans and sinners. He revealed the love of the 
Father and the sublime vocation of man in terms of the most common of social realities and by 
making use of the speech and the imagery of plain everyday life. Willingly obeying' the laws of his 
country He sanctified those human ties, especially family ones, which are the source of social 
structures. He chose to lead the life proper to an artisan of His time and place.

In His preaching He clearly taught the sons of God to treat one another as brothers. In His prayers 
He pleaded that all His disciples might be "one." Indeed as the redeemer of all, He offered Himself 
for all even to point of death. "Greater love than this no one has, that one lay down his life for his 
friends" (John 15:13). He commanded His Apostles to preach to all peoples the Gospel's message 
that the human race was to become the Family of God, in which the fullness of the Law would be 
love.

As the firstborn of many brethren and by the giving of His Spirit, He founded after His death and 
resurrection a new brotherly community composed of all those who receive Him in faith and in 
love. This He did through His Body. which is the Church. There everyone, as members one of the 
other. would render mutual service according to the different gifts bestowed on each.

This solidarity must be constantly increased until that day on which it will be brought to perfection. 
Then, saved by grace, men will offer flawless glory to God as a family beloved of God and of 
Christ their Brother. 

CHAPTER III 
MAN'S ACTIVITY THROUGHOUT THE WORLD 

33. Through his labors and his native endowments man has ceaselessly striven to better his life. 
Today, however, especially with the help of science and technology, he has extended his mastery 
over nearly the whole of nature and continues to do so. Thanks to increased opportunities for many 
kinds of social contact among nations, a human family is gradually recognizing that it comprises a 
single world community and is making itself so. Hence many benefits once looked for, especially 
from heavenly powers, man has now enterprisingly procured for himself

In the face of these immense efforts which already preoccupy the whole human race, men agitate 
numerous questions among themselves. What is the meaning and value of this feverish activity? 
How should all these things be used? To the achievement of what goal are the strivings of 
individuals and societies heading? The Church guards the heritage of God's word and draws from it 
moral and religious principles without always having at hand the solution to particular problems. As 
such she desires to add the light of revealed truth to mankind's store of experience. so that the path 
which humanity has taken in recent times will not be a dark one.

34. Throughout the course of the centuries, men have labored to better the circumstances of their 
lives through a monumental amount of individual and collective effort. To believers, this point is 
settled: considered in itself, this human activity accords with God's will. For man, created to God's 
image, received a mandate to subject to himself the earth and all it contains, and to govern the world 
with justice and holiness;(1) a mandate to relate himself and the totality of things to Him Who was 
to be acknowledged as the Lord and Creator of all. Thus, by the subjection of all things to man, the 
name of God would be wonderful in all the earth.(2)

This mandate concerns the whole of everyday activity as well. For while providing the substance of 



life for themselves and their families, men and women are performing their activities in a way 
which appropriately benefits society. They can justly consider that by their labor they are unfolding 
the Creator's work, consulting the advantages of their brother men, and are contributing by their 
personal industry to the realization history of the divine plan.(3)

Thus, far from thinking that works produced by man's own talent and energy are in opposition to 
God's power, and that the rational creature exists as a kind of rival to the Creator, Christians are 
convinced that the triumphs of the human race are a sign of God's grace and the flowering of His 
own mysterious design. For the greater man's power becomes, the farther his individual and 
community responsibility extends. Hence it is clear that men are not deterred by the Christian 
message from building up the world, or impelled to neglect the welfare of their fellows, but that 
they are rather more stringently bound to do these very things.(4)

35. Human activity, to be sure, takes its significance from its relationship to man. Just as it proceeds 
from man, so it is ordered toward man. For when a man works he not only alters things and society, 
he develops himself as well. He learns much, he cultivates his resources, he goes outside of himself 
and beyond himself. Rightly understood this kind of growth is of greater value than any external 
riches which can be garnered. A man is more precious for what he is than for what he has.(5) 
Similarly, all that men do to obtain greater justice, wider brotherhood, a more humane disposition 
of social relationships has greater worth than technical advances. For these advances can supply the 
material for human progress, but of themselves alone they can never actually bring it about.

Hence, the norm of human activity is this: that in accord with the divine plan and will, it harmonize 
with the genuine good of the human race, and that it allow men as individuals and as members of 
society to pursue their total vocation and fulfill it.

36. Now many of our contemporaries seem to fear that a closer bond between human activity and 
religion will work against the independence of men, of societies, or of the sciences.

If by the autonomy of earthly affairs we mean that created things and societies themselves enjoy 
their own laws and values which must be gradually deciphered, put to use, and regulated by men, 
then it is entirely right to demand that autonomy. Such is not merely required by modern man, but 
harmonizes also with the will of the Creator. For by the very circumstance of their having been 
created, all things are endowed with their own stability, truth, goodness, proper laws and order. 
Man must respect these as he isolates them by the appropriate methods of the individual sciences or 
arts. Therefore if methodical investigation within every branch of learning is carried out in a 
genuinely scientific manner and in accord with moral norms, it never truly conflicts with faith, for 
earthly matters and the concerns of faith derive from the same God. (6) Indeed whoever labors to 
penetrate the secrets of reality with a humble and steady mind, even though he is unaware of the 
fact, is nevertheless being led by the hand of God, who holds all things in existence, and gives them 
their identity. Consequently, we cannot but deplore certain habits of mind, which are sometimes 
found too among Christians, which do not sufficiently attend to the rightful independence of science 
and which, from the arguments and controversies they spark, lead many minds to conclude that 
faith and science are mutually opposed.(7)

But if the expression, the independence of temporal affairs, is taken to mean that created things do 
not depend on God, and that man can use them without any reference to their Creator, anyone who 
acknowledges God will see how false such a meaning is. For without the Creator the creature would 
disappear. For their part, however, all believers of whatever religion always hear His revealing 
voice in the discourse of creatures. When God is forgotten, however, the creature itself grows 
unintelligible.

37. Sacred Scripture teaches the human family what the experience of the ages confirms: that while 
human progress is a great advantage to man, it brings with it a strong temptation. For when the 
order of values is jumbled and bad is mixed with the good, individuals and groups pay heed solely 
to their own interests, and not to those of others. Thus it happens that the world ceases to be a place 



of true brotherhood. In our own day, the magnified power of humanity threatens to destroy the race 
itself.

For a monumental struggle against the powers of darkness pervades the whole history of man. The 
battle was joined from the very origins of the world and will continue until the last day, as the Lord 
has attested.(8) Caught in this conflict, man is obliged to wrestle constantly if he is to cling to what 
is good, nor can he achieve his own integrity without great efforts and the help of God's grace.

That is why Christ's Church, trusting in the design of the Creator, acknowledges that human 
progress can serve man's true happiness, yet she cannot help echoing the Apostle's warning: "Be not 
conformed to this world" (Rom. 12:2). Here by the world is meant that spirit of vanity and malice 
which transforms into an instrument of sin those human energies intended for the service of God 
and man.

Hence if anyone wants to know how this unhappy situation can be overcome, Christians will tell 
him that all human activity, constantly imperiled by man's pride and deranged self-love, must be 
purified and perfected by the power of Christ's cross and resurrection. For redeemed by Christ and 
made a new creature in the Holy Spirit, man is able to love the things themselves created by God, 
and ought to do so. He can receive them from God and respect and reverence them as flowing 
constantly from the hand of God. Grateful to his Benefactor for these creatures, using and enjoying 
them in detachment and liberty of spirit, man is led forward into a true possession of them, as 
having nothing, yet possessing all things.(9) "All are yours, and you are Christ's, and Christ is 
God's" (1 Cor. 3:22-23).

38. For God's Word, through Whom all things were made, was Himself made flesh and dwelt on the 
earth of men.(10) Thus He entered the world's history as a perfect man, taking that history up into 
Himself and summarizing it.(11) He Himself revealed to us that "God is love" (1 John 4:8) and at 
the same time taught us that the new command of love was the basic law of human perfection and 
hence of to worlds transformation.

To those, therefore, who believe in divine love, He gives assurance that the way of love lies open to 
men and that the effort to establish a universal brotherhood is not a hopeless one. He cautions them 
at the same time that this charity is not something to be reserved for important matters, but must be 
pursued chiefly in the ordinary circumstances of life. Undergoing death itself for all of us 
sinners,(12) He taught us by example that we too must shoulder that cross which the world and the 
flesh inflict upon those who search after peace and justice. Appointed Lord by His resurrection and 
given plenary power in heaven and on earth,(13) Christ is now at work in the hearts of men through 
the energy of His Holy Spirit, arousing not only a desire for the age to come, but by that very fact 
animating, purifying and strengthening those noble longings too by which the human family makes 
its life more human and strives to render the whole earth submissive to this goal.

Now, the gifts of the Spirit are diverse: while He calls some to give clear witness to the desire for a 
heavenly home and to keep that desire green among the human family, He summons others to 
dedicate themselves to the earthly service of men and to make ready the material of the celestial 
realm by this ministry of theirs. Yet He frees all of them so that by putting aside love of self and 
bringing all earthly resources into the service of human life they can devote themselves to that 
future when humanity itself will become an offering accepted by God.(14)

The Lord left behind a pledge of this hope and strength for life's journey in that sacrament of faith 
where natural elements refined by man are gloriously changed into His Body and Blood, providing 
a meal of brotherly solidarity and a foretaste of the heavenly banquet.

39. We do not know the time for the consummation of the earth and of humanity,(15) nor do we 
know how all things will be transformed. As deformed by sin, the shape of this world will pass 
away;(16) but we are taught that God is preparing a new dwelling place and a new earth where 
justice will abide,(17) and whose blessedness will answer and surpass all the longings for peace 
which spring up in the human heart.(18) Then, with death overcome, the sons of God will be raised 



up in Christ, and what was sown in weakness and corruption will be invested with 
incorruptibility.(19) Enduring with charity and its fruits,(20) all that creation(21) which God made 
on man's account will be unchained from the bondage of vanity.

Therefore, while we are warned that it profits a man nothing if he gain the whole world and lose 
himself,(22) the expectation of a new earth must not weaken but rather stimulate our concern for 
cultivating this one. For here grows the body of a new human family, a body which even now is 
able to give some kind of foreshadowing of the new age.

Hence, while earthly progress must be carefully distinguished from the growth of Christ's kingdom, 
to the extent that the former can contribute to the better ordering of human society, it is of vital 
concern to the Kingdom of God.(23)

For after we have obeyed the Lord, and in His Spirit nurtured on earth the values of human dignity, 
brotherhood and freedom, and indeed all the good fruits of our nature and enterprise, we will find 
them again, but freed of stain, burnished and transfigured, when Christ hands over to the Father: "a 
kingdom eternal and universal, a kingdom of truth and life, of holiness and grace, of justice, love 
and peace."(24) On this earth that Kingdom is already present in mystery. When the Lord returns it 
will be brought into full flower. 

CHAPTER IV 
THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH IN THE MODERN WORLD 

40. Everything we have said about the dignity of the human person, and about the human 
community and the profound meaning of human activity, lays the foundation for the relationship 
between the Church and the world, and provides the basis for dialogue between them.(1) In this 
chapter, presupposing everything which has already been said by this council concerning the 
mystery of the Church, we must now consider this same Church inasmuch as she exists in the 
world, living and acting with it.

Coming forth from the eternal Father's love,(2) founded in time by Christ the Redeemer and made 
one in the Holy Spirit,(3) the Church has a saving and an eschatological purpose which can be fully 
attained only in the future world. But she is already present in this world, and is composed of men, 
that is, of members of the earthly city who have a call to form the family of God's children during 
the present history of the human race, and to keep increasing it until the Lord returns. United on 
behalf of heavenly values and enriched by them, this family has been "constituted and structured as 
a society in this world"(4) by Christ, and is equipped "by appropriate means for visible and social 
union."(5) Thus the Church, at once "a visible association and a spiritual community,"(6) goes 
forward together with humanity and experiences the same earthly lot which the world does. She 
serves as a leaven and as a kind of soul for human society(7) as it is to be renewed in Christ and 
transformed into God's family.

That the earthly and the heavenly city penetrate each other is a fact accessible to faith alone; it 
remains a mystery of human history, which sin will keep in great disarray until the splendor of 
God's sons, is fully revealed. Pursuing the saving purpose which is proper to her, the Church does 
not only communicate divine life to men but in some way casts the reflected light of that life over 
the entire earth, most of all by its healing and elevating impact on the dignity of the person, by the 
way in which it strengthens the seams of human society and imbues the everyday activity of men 
with a deeper meaning and importance. Thus through her individual matters and her whole 
community, the Church believes she can contribute greatly toward making the family of man and its 
history more human.

In addition, the Catholic Church gladly holds in high esteem the things which other Christian 
Churches and ecclesial communities have done or are doing cooperatively by way of achieving the 
same goal. At the same time, she is convinced that she can be abundantly and variously helped by 
the world in the matter of preparing the ground for the Gospel. This help she gains from the talents 
and industry of individuals and from human society as a whole. The council now sets forth certain 



general principles for the proper fostering of this mutual exchange and assistance in concerns which 
are in some way common to the world and the Church.

41. Modern man is on the road to a more thorough development of his own personality, and to a 
growing discovery and vindication of his own rights. Since it has been entrusted to the Church to 
reveal the mystery of God, Who is the ultimate goal of man, she opens up to man at the same time 
the meaning of his own existence, that is, the innermost truth about himself. The Church truly 
knows that only God, Whom she serves, meets the deepest longings of the human heart, which is 
never fully satisfied by what this world has to offer.

She also knows that man is constantly worked upon by God's spirit, and hence can never be 
altogether indifferent to the problems of religion. The experience of past ages proves this, as do 
numerous indications in our own times. For man will always yearn to know, at least in an obscure 
way, what is the meaning of his life, of his activity, of his death. The very presence of the Church 
recalls these problems to his mind. But only God, Who created man to His own image and 
ransomed him from sin, provides the most adequate answer to the questions, and this Ho does 
through what He has revealed in Christ His Son, Who became man. Whoever follows after Christ, 
the perfect man, becomes himself more of a man. For by His incarnation the Father's Word 
assumed, and sanctified through His cross and resurrection, the whole of man, body and soul, and 
through that totality the whole of nature created by God for man's use.

Thanks to this belief, the Church can anchor the dignity of human nature against all tides of 
opinion, for example those welch undervalue the human body or idolize it. By no human law can 
the personal dignity and liberty of man be so aptly safeguarded as by the Gospel of Christ which 
has been entrusted to the Church. For this Gospel announces and proclaims the freedom of the sons 
of God, and repudiates all the bondage which ultimately results from sin.(8) (cf. Rom. 8:14-17); it 
has a sacred reverence for the dignity of conscience and its freedom of choice, constantly advises 
that all human talents be employed in God's service and men's, and, finally, commends all to the 
charity of all (cf. Matt. 22:39).(9)

This agrees with the basic law of the Christian dispensation. For though the same God is Savior and 
Creator, Lord of human history as well as of salvation history, in the divine arrangement itself, the 
rightful autonomy of the creature, and particularly of man is not withdrawn, but is rather re-
established in its own dignity and strengthened in it.

The Church, therefore, by virtue of the Gospel committed to her, proclaims the rights of man; she 
acknowledges and greatly esteems the dynamic movements of today by which these rights are 
everywhere fostered. Yet these movements must be penetrated by the spirit of the Gospel and 
protected against any kind of false autonomy. For we are tempted to think that our personal rights 
are fully ensured only when we are exempt from every requirement of divine law. But this way lies 
not the maintenance of the dignity of the human person, but its annihilation.

42. The union of the human family is greatly fortified and fulfilled by the unity, founded on 
Christ,(10) of the family of God's sons.

Christ, to be sure, gave His Church no proper mission in the political, economic or social order. The 
purpose which He set before her is a religious one.(11) But out of this religious mission itself come 
a function, a light and an energy which can serve to structure and consolidate the human community 
according to the divine law. As a matter of fact, when circumstances of time and place produce the 
need, she can and indeed should initiate activities on behalf of all men, especially those designed for 
the needy, such as the works of mercy and similar undertakings.

The Church recognizes that worthy elements are found in today's social movements, especially an 
evolution toward unity, a process of wholesome socialization and of association in civic and 
economic realms. The promotion of unity belongs to the innermost nature of the Church, for she is, 
"thanks to her relationship with Christ, a sacramental sign and an instrument of intimate union with 
God, and of the unity of the whole human race."(12) Thus she shows the world that an authentic 



union, social and external, results from a union of minds and hearts, namely from that faith and 
charity by which her own unity is unbreakably rooted in the Holy Spirit. For the force which the 
Church can inject into the modern society of man consists in that faith and charity put into vital 
practice, not in any external dominion exercised by merely human means.

Moreover, since in virtue of her mission and nature she is bound to no particular form of human 
culture, nor to any political, economic or social system, the Church by her very universality can be a 
very close bond between diverse human communities and nations, provided these trust her and truly 
acknowledge her right to true freedom in fulfilling her mission. For this reason, the Church 
admonishes her own sons, but also humanity as a whole, to overcome all strife between nations and 
race in this family spirit of God's children, an in the same way, to give internal strength to human 
associations which are just.

With great respect, therefore, this council regards all the true, good and just elements inherent in the 
very wide variety of institutions which the human race has established for itself and constantly 
continues to establish. The council affirms, moreover, that the Church is willing to assist and 
promote all these institutions to the extent that such a service depends on her and can be associated 
with her mission. She has no fiercer desire than that in pursuit of the welfare of all she may be able 
to develop herself freely under any kind of government which grants recognition to the basic rights 
of person and family, to the demands of the common good and to the free exercise of her own 
mission.

43. This council exhorts Christians, as citizens of two cities, to strive to discharge their earthly 
duties conscientiously and in response he Gospel spirit. They are mistaken who, knowing that we 
have here no abiding city but seek one which is to come,(13) think that they may therefore shirk 
their earthly responsibilities. For they are forgetting that by the faith itself they are more obliged 
than ever to measure up to these duties, each according to his proper vocation.(14) Nor, on the 
contrary, are they any less wide of the mark who think that religion consists in acts of worship alone 
and in the discharge of certain moral obligations, and who imagine they can plunge themselves into 
earthly affairs in such a way as to imply that these are altogether divorced from the religious life. 
This split between the faith which many profess and their daily lives deserves to be counted among 
the more serious errors of our age. Long since, the Prophets of the Old Testament fought 
vehemently against this scandal(15) and even more so did Jesus Christ Himself in the New 
Testament threaten it with grave punishments.(16) Therefore, let there be no false opposition 
between professional and social activities on the one part, and religious life on the other. The 
Christian who neglects his temporal duties, neglects his duties toward his neighbor and even God, 
and jeopardizes his eternal salvation. Christians should rather rejoice that, following the example of 
Christ Who worked as an artisan, they are free to give proper exercise to all their earthly activities 
and to their humane, domestic, professional, social and technical enterprises by gathering them into 
one vital synthesis with religious values, under whose supreme direction all things are harmonized 
unto God's glory.

Secular duties and activities belong properly although not exclusively to laymen. Therefore acting 
as citizens in the world, whether individually or socially, they will keep the laws proper to each 
discipline, and labor to equip themselves with a genuine expertise in their various fields. They will 
gladly work with men seeking the same goals. Acknowledging the demands of faith and endowed 
with its force, they will unhesitatingly devise new enterprises, where they are appropriate, and put 
them into action. Laymen should also know that it is generally the function of their well-formed 
Christian conscience to see that the divine law is inscribed in the life of the earthly city; from priests 
they may look for spiritual light and nourishment. Let the layman not imagine that his pastors are 
always such experts, that to every problem which arises, however complicated, they can readily 
give him a concrete solution, or even that such is their mission. Rather, enlightened by Christian 
wisdom and giving close attention to the teaching authority of the Church,(17) let the layman take 
on his own distinctive role.



Often enough the Christian view of things will itself suggest some specific solution in certain 
circumstances. Yet it happens rather frequently, and legitimately so, that with equal sincerity some 
of the faithful will disagree with others on a given matter. Even against the intentions of their 
proponents, however, solutions proposed on one side or another may be easily confused by many 
people with the Gospel message. Hence it is necessary for people to remember that no one is 
allowed in the aforementioned situations to appropriate the Church's authority for his opinion. They 
should always try to enlighten one another through honest discussion, preserving mutual charity and 
caring above all for the common good.

Since they have an active role to play in the whole life of the Church, laymen are not only bound to 
penetrate the world with a Christian spirit, but are also called to be witnesses to Christ in all things 
in the midst of human society.

Bishops, to whom is assigned the task of ruling the Church of God, should, together with their 
priests, so preach the news of Christ that all the earthly activities of the faithful will be bathed in the 
light of the Gospel. All pastors should remember too that by their daily conduct and concern(18) 
they are revealing the face of the Church to the world, and men will judge the power and truth of 
the Christian message thereby. By their lives and speech, in union with Religious and their faithful, 
may they demonstrate that even now the Church by her presence alone and by all the gifts which 
she contains, is an unspent fountain of those virtues which the modern world needs the most.

By unremitting study they should fit themselves to do their part in establishing dialogue with the 
world and with men of all shades of opinion. Above all let them take to heart the words which this 
council has spoken: "Since humanity today increasingly moves toward civil, economic and social 
unity, it is more than ever necessary that priests, with joint concern and energy, and under the 
guidance of the bishops and the supreme pontiff, erase every cause of division, so that the whole 
human race may be led to the unity of God's family."(19)

Although by the power of the Holy Spirit the Church will remain the faithful spouse of her Lord 
and will never cease to be the sign of salvation on earth, still she is very well aware that among her 
members,(20) both clerical and lay, some have been unfaithful to the Spirit of God during the 
course of many centuries; in the present age, too, it does not escape the Church how great a distance 
lies between the message she offers and the human failings of those to whom the Gospel is 
entrusted. Whatever be the judgement of history on these defects, we ought to be conscious of them, 
and struggle against them energetically, lest they inflict harm on spread of the Gospel. The Church 
also realizes that in working out her relationship with the world she always has great need of the 
ripening which comes with the experience of the centuries. Led by the Holy Spirit, Mother Church 
unceasingly exhorts her sons "to purify and renew themselves so that the sign of Christ can shine 
more brightly on the face

44. Just as it is in the world's interest to acknowledge the Church as an historical reality, and to 
recognize her good influence, so the Church herself knows how richly she has profited by the 
history and development of humanity.

The experience of past ages, the progress of the sciences, and the treasures hidden in the various 
forms of human culture, by all of which the nature of man himself is more clearly revealed and new 
roads to truth are opened, these profit the Church, too. For, from the beginning of her history she 
has learned to express the message of Christ with the help of the ideas and terminology of various 
philosophers, and and has tried to clarify it with their wisdom, too. Her purpose has been to adapt 
the Gospel to the grasp of all as well as to the needs of the learned, insofar as such was appropriate. 
Indeed this accommodated preaching of the revealed word ought to remain the law of all 
evangelization. For thus the ability to express Christ's message in its own way is developed in each 
nation, and at the same time there is fostered a living exchange between the Church and' the diverse 
cultures of people.(22) To promote such exchange, especially in our days, the Church requires the 
special help of those who live in the world, are versed in different institutions and specialties, and 
grasp their innermost significance in the eyes of both believers and unbelievers. With the help of the 



Holy Spirit, it is the task of the entire People of God, especially pastors and theologians, to hear, 
distinguish and interpret the many voices of our age, and to judge them in the light of the divine 
word, so that revealed truth can always be more deeply penetrated, better understood and set forth 
to greater advantage.

Since the Church has a visible and social structure as a sign of her unity in Christ, she can and ought 
to be enriched by the development of human social life, not that there is any lack in the constitution 
given her by Christ, but that she can understand it more penetratingly, express it better, and adjust it 
more successfully to our times. Moreover, she gratefully understands that in her community life no 
less than in her individual sons, she receives a variety of helps from men of every rank and 
condition, for whoever promotes the human community at the family level, culturally, in its 
economic, social and political dimensions, both nationally and internationally, such a one, 
according to God's design, is contributing greatly to the Church as well, to the extent that she 
depends on things outside herself. Indeed, the Church admits that she has greatly profited and still 
profits from the antagonism of those who oppose or who persecute her.(23)

45. While helping the world and receiving many benefits from it, the Church has a single intention: 
that God's kingdom may come, and that the salvation of the whole human race may come to pass. 
For every benefit which the People of God during its earthly pilgrimage can offer to the human 
family stems from the fact that the Church is "the universal sacrament of salvation",(24) 
simultaneously manifesting and a rising the mystery of God's love.

For God's Word, by whom all things were made, was Himself made flesh so that as perfect man He 
might save all men and sum up all things in Himself. The Lord is the goal of human history, the 
focal point of the longings of history and of civilization, the center of the human race, the joy of 
every heart and the answer to all its yearnings.(25) He it is Whom the Father raised from the dead, 
lifted on high and stationed at His right hand, making Him judge of the living and the dead. 
Enlivened and united in His Spirit, we journey toward the consummation of human history, one 
which fully accords with the counsel of God's love: "To reestablish all things in Christ, both those 
in the heavens and those on the earth" (Eph. 11:10).

The Lord Himself speaks: "Behold I come quickly And my reward is with me, to render to each one 
according to his works. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, tho beginning and the 
end (Act;. 22;12-13). 

PART II 
SOME PROBLEMS OF SPECIAL URGENCY 
46. This council has set forth the dignity of the human person, and the work which men have been 
destined to undertake throughout the world both as individuals and as members of society. There 
are a number of particularly urgent needs characterizing the present age, needs which go to the roots 
of the human race. To a consideration of these in the light of the Gospel and of human experience, 
the council would now direct the attention of all.

Of the many subjects arousing universal concern today, it may be helpful to concentrate on these: 
marriage and the family, human progress, life in its economic, social and political dimensions, the 
bonds between the family of nations, and peace. On each of these may there shine the radiant ideals 
proclaimed by Christ. By these ideals may Christians be led, and all mankind enlightened, as they 
search for answers to questions of such complexity. 

CHAPTER I 

FOSTERING THE NOBILITY OF MARRIAGE AND THE FAMILY 

47. The well-being of the individual person and of human and Christian society is intimately linked 
with the healthy condition of that community produced by marriage and family. Hence Christians 



and all men who hold this community in high esteem sincerely rejoice in the various ways by which 
men today find help in fostering this community of love and perfecting its life, and by which 
parents are assisted in their lofty calling. Those who rejoice in such aids look for additional benefits 
from them and labor to bring them about.

Yet the excellence of this institution is not everywhere reflected with equal brilliance, since 
polygamy, the plague of divorce, so-called free love and other disfigurements have an obscuring 
effect. In addition, married love is too often profaned by excessive self-love, the worship of 
pleasure and illicit practices against human generation. Moreover, serious disturbances are caused 
in families by modern economic conditions, by influences at once social and psychological, and by 
the demands of civil society. Finally, in certain parts of the world problems resulting from 
population growth are generating concern.

All these situations have produced anxiety of consciences. Yet, the power and strength of the 
institution of marriage and family can also be seen in the fact that time and again, despite the 
difficulties produced, the profound changes in modern society reveal the true character of this 
institution in one way or another.

Therefore, by presenting certain key points of Church doctrine in a clearer light, this sacred synod 
wishes to offer guidance and support to those Christians and other men who are trying to preserve 
the holiness and to foster the natural dignity of the married state and its superlative value.

48. The intimate partnership of married life and love has been established by the Creator and 
qualified by His laws, and is rooted in the jugal covenant of irrevocable personal consent. Hence by 
that human act whereby spouses mutually bestow and accept each other a relationship arises which 
by divine will and in the eyes of society too is a lasting one. For the good of the spouses and their 
off-springs as well as of society, the existence of the sacred bond no longer depends on human 
decisions alone. For, God Himself is the author of matrimony, endowed as it is with various 
benefits and purposes.(1) All of these have a very decisive bearing on the continuation of the human 
race, on the personal development and eternal destiny of the individual members of a family, and on 
the dignity, stability, peace and prosperity of the family itself and of human society as a whole. By 
their very nature, the institution of matrimony itself and conjugal love are ordained for the 
procreation and education of children, and find in them their ultimate crown. Thus a man and a 
woman, who by their compact of conjugal love "are no longer two, but one flesh" (Matt. 19:ff), 
render mutual help and service to each other through an intimate union of their persons and of their 
actions. Through this union they experience the meaning of their oneness and attain to it with 
growing perfection day by day. As a mutual gift of two persons, this intimate union and the good of 
the children impose total fidelity on the spouses and argue for an unbreakable oneness between 
them.(2)

Christ the Lord abundantly blessed this many-faceted love, welling up as it does from the fountain 
of divine love and structured as it is on the model of His union with His Church. For as God of old 
made Himself present(3) to His people through a covenant of love and fidelity, so now the Savior of 
men and the Spouse(4) of the Church comes into the lives of married Christians through the 
sacrament of matrimony. He abides with them thereafter so that just as He loved the Church and 
handed Himself over on her behalf,(6) the spouses may love each other with perpetual fidelity 
through mutual self-bestowal.

Authentic married love is caught up into divine love and is governed and enriched by Christ's 
redeeming power and the saving activity of the Church, so that this love may lead the spouses to 
God with powerful effect and may aid and strengthen them in sublime office of being a father or a 
mother.(6) For this reason Christian spouses have a special sacrament by which they are fortified 
and receive a kind of consecration in the duties and dignity of their state.(7) By virtue of this 
sacrament, as spouses fulfil their conjugal and family obligation, they are penetrated with the spirit 
of Christ, which suffuses their whole lives with faith, hope and charity. Thus they increasingly 
advance the perfection of their own personalities, as well as their mutual sanctification, and hence 



contribute jointly to the glory of God.

As a result, with their parents leading the way by example and family Prayer, children and indeed 
everyone gathered around the family hearth will find a readier path to human maturity, salvation 
and holiness. Graced with the dignity and office of fatherhood and motherhood, parents will 
energetically acquit themselves of a duty which devolves primarily on them, namely education and 
especially religious education.

As living members of the family, children contribute in their own way to making their parents holy. 
For they will respond to the kindness of their parents with sentiments of gratitude, with love and 
trust. They will stand by them as children should when hardships overtake their parents and old age 
brings its loneliness. Widowhood, accepted bravely as a continuation of the marriage vocation, 
should be esteemed by all.(8) Families too will share their spiritual riches generously with other 
families. Thus the Christian family, which springs from marriage as a reflection of the loving 
covenant uniting Christ with the Church,(9) and as a participation in that covenant, will manifest to 
all men Christ's living presence in the world, and the genuine nature of the Church. This the family 
will do by the mutual love of the spouses, by their generous fruitfulness, their solidarity and 
faithfulness, and by the loving way in which all members of the family assist one another.

49. The biblical Word of God several times urges the betrothed and the married to nourish and 
develop their wedlock by pure conjugal love and undivided affection.(10) Many men of our own 
age also highly regard true love between husband and wife as it manifests itself in a variety of ways 
depending on the worthy customs of various peoples and times.

This love is an eminently human one since it is directed from one person to another through an 
affection of the will; it involves the good of the whole person, and therefore can enrich the 
expressions of body and mind with a unique dignity, ennobling these expressions as special 
ingredients and signs of the friendship distinctive of marriage. This love God has judged worthy of 
special gifts, healing, perfecting and exalting gifts of grace and of charity. Such love, merging the 
human with the divine, leads the spouses to a free and mutual gift of themselves, a gift providing 
itself by gentle affection and by deed, such love pervades the whole of their lives:(11) indeed by its 
busy generosity it grows better and grows greater. Therefore it far excels mere erotic inclination, 
which, selfishly pursued, soon enough fades wretchedly away.

This love is uniquely expressed and perfected through the appropriate enterprise of matrimony. The 
actions within marriage by which the couple are united intimately and chastely are noble and 
worthy ones. Expressed in a manner which is truly human, these actions promote that mutual self-
giving by which spouses enrich each other with a joyful and a ready will. Sealed by mutual 
faithfulness and be allowed above all by Christs sacrament, this love remains steadfastly true in 
body and in mind, in bright days or dark. It will never be profaned by adultery or divorce. Firmly 
established by the Lord, the unity of marriage will radiate from the equal personal dignity of wife 
and husband, a dignity acknowledged by mutual and total love. The constant fulfillment of the 
duties of this Christian vocation demands notable virtue. For this reason, strengthened by grace for 
holiness of life, the couple will painstakingly cultivate and pray for steadiness of love, large 
heartedness and the spirit of sacrifice.

Authentic conjugal love will be more highly prized, and wholesome public opinion created about it 
if Christian couples give outstanding witness to faithfulness and harmony in their love, and to their 
concern for educating their children also, if they do their part in bringing about the needed cultural, 
psychological and social renewal on behalf of marriage and the family. Especially in the heart of 
their own families, young people should be aptly and seasonably instructed in the dignity, duty and 
work of married love. Trained thus in the cultivation of chastity, they will be able at a suitable age 
to enter a marriage of their own after an honorable courtship.

50. Marriage and conjugal love are by their nature ordained toward the begetting and educating of 
children. Children are really the supreme gift of marriage and contribute very substantially to the 



welfare of their parents. The God Himself Who said, "it is not good for man to be alone" (Gen. 
2:18) and "Who made man from the beginning male and female" (Matt. 19:4), wishing to share with 
man a certain special participation in His own creative work, blessed male and female, saying: 
"Increase and multiply" (Gen. 1:28). Hence, while not making the other purposes of matrimony of 
less account, the true practice of conjugal love, and the whole meaning of the family life which 
results from it, have this aim: that the couple be ready with stout hearts to cooperate with the love of 
the Creator and the Savior. Who through them will enlarge and enrich His own family day by day.

Parents should regard as their proper mission the task of transmitting human life and educating 
those to whom it has been transmitted. They should realize that they are thereby cooperators with 
the love of God the Creator, and are, so to speak, the interpreters of that love. Thus they will fulfil 
their task with human and Christian responsibility, and, with docile reverence toward God, will 
make decisions by common counsel and effort. Let them thoughtfully take into account both their 
own welfare and that of their children, those already born and those which the future may bring. For 
this accounting they need to reckon with both the material and the spiritual conditions of the times 
as well as of their state in life. Finally, they should consult the interests of the family group, of 
temporal society, and of the Church herself. The parents themselves and no one else should 
ultimately make this judgment in the sight of God. But in their manner of acting, spouses should be 
aware that they cannot proceed arbitrarily, but must always be governed according to a conscience 
dutifully conformed to the divine law itself, and should be submissive toward the Church's teaching 
office, which authentically interprets that law in the light of the Gospel. That divine law reveals and 
protects the integral meaning of conjugal love, and impels it toward a truly human fulfillment. 
Thus, trusting in divine Providence and refining the spirit of sacrifice,(12) married Christians 
glorify the Creator and strive toward fulfillment in Christ when with a generous human and 
Christian sense of responsibility they acquit themselves of the duty to procreate. Among the couples 
who fulfil their God-given task in this way, those merit special mention who with a gallant heart 
and with wise and common deliberation, undertake to bring up suitably even a relatively large 
family.(13)

Marriage to be sure is not instituted solely for procreation; rather, its very nature as an unbreakable 
compact between persons, and the welfare of the children, both demand that the mutual love of the 
spouses be embodied in a rightly ordered manner, that it grow and ripen. Therefore, marriage 
persists as a whole manner and communion of life, and maintains its value and indissolubility, even 
when despite the often intense desire of the couple, offspring are lacking.

51. This council realizes that certain modern conditions often keep couples from arranging their 
married lives harmoniously, and that they find themselves in circumstances where at least 
temporarily the size of their families should not be increased. As a result, the faithful exercise of 
love and the full intimacy of their lives is hard to maintain. But where the intimacy of married life is 
broken off, its faithfulness can sometimes be imperiled and its quality of fruitfulness ruined, for 
then the upbringing of the children and the courage to accept new ones are both endangered.

To these problems there are those who presume to offer dishonorable solutions indeed; they do not 
recoil even from the taking of life. But the Church issues the reminder that a true contradiction 
cannot exist between the divine laws pertaining to the transmission of life and those pertaining to 
authentic conjugal love.

For God, the Lord of life, has conferred on men the surpassing ministry of safeguarding life in a 
manner which is worthy of man. Therefore from the moment of its conception life must be guarded 
with the greatest care while abortion and infanticide are unspeakable crimes. The sexual 
characteristics of man and the human faculty of reproduction wonderfully exceed the dispositions of 
lower forms of life. Hence the acts themselves which are proper to conjugal love and which are 
exercised in accord with genuine human dignity must be honored with great reverence. Hence when 
there is question of harmonizing conjugal love with the responsible transmission of life, the moral 
aspects of any procedure does not depend solely on sincere intentions or on an evaluation of 



motives, but must be determined by objective standards. These, based on the nature of the human 
person and his acts, preserve the full sense of mutual self-giving and human procreation in the 
context of true love. Such a goal cannot be achieved unless the virtue of conjugal chastity is 
sincerely practiced. Relying on these principles, sons of the Church may not undertake methods of 
birth control which are found blameworthy by the teaching authority of the Church in its unfolding 
of the divine law.(14)

All should be persuaded that human life and the task of transmitting it are not realities bound up 
with this world alone. Hence they cannot be measured or perceived only in terms of it, but always 
have a bearing on the eternal destiny of men.

52. The family is a kind of school of deeper humanity. But if it is to achieve the full flowering of its 
life and mission, it needs the kindly communion of minds and the joint deliberation of spouses, as 
well as the painstaking cooperation of parents in the education of their children. The active presence 
of the father is highly beneficial to their formation. The children, especially the younger among 
them, need the care of their mother at home. This domestic role of hers must be safely preserved, 
though the legitimate social progress of women should not be underrated on that account.

Children should be so educated that as adults they can follow their vocation, including a religious 
one, with a mature sense of responsibility and can choose their state of life; if they marry, they can 
thereby establish their family in favorable moral, social and economic conditions. Parents or 
guardians should by prudent advice provide guidance to their young with respect to founding a 
family, and the young ought to listen gladly. At the same time no pressure, direct or indirect, should 
be put on the young to make them enter marriage or choose a specific partner.

Thus the family, in which the various generations come together and help one another grow wiser 
and harmonize personal rights with the other requirements of social life, is the foundation of 
society. All those, therefore, who exercise influence over communities and social groups should 
work efficiently for the welfare of marriage and the family. Public authority should regard it as a 
sacred duty to recognize, protect and promote their authentic nature, to shield public morality and to 
favor the prosperity of home life. The right of parents to beget and educate their children in the 
bosom of the family must be safeguarded. Children too who unhappily lack the blessing of a family 
should be protected by prudent legislation and various undertakings and assisted by the help they 
need.

Christians, redeeming the present time(13) and distinguishing eternal realities from their changing 
expressions, should actively promote the values of marriage and the family, both by the examples of 
their own lives and by cooperation with other men of good will. Thus when difficulties arise, 
Christians will provide, on behalf of family life, those necessities and helps which are suitably 
modern. To this end, the Christian instincts of the faithful, the upright moral consciences of men, 
and the wisdom and experience of persons versed in the sacred sciences will have much to 
contribute.

Those too who are skilled in other sciences, notably the medical, biological, social and 
psychological, can considerably advance the welfare of marriage and the family along with peace of 
conscience if by pooling their efforts they labor to explain more thoroughly the various conditions 
favoring a proper regulation of births.

It devolves on priests duly trained about family matters to nurture the vocation of spouses by a 
variety of pastoral means, by preaching God's word, by liturgical worship, and by other spiritual 
aids to conjugal and family life; to sustain them sympathetically and patiently in difficulties, and to 
make them courageous through love, so that families which are truly illustrious can be formed.

Various organizations, especially family associations, should try by their programs of instruction 
and action to strengthen young people and spouses themselves, particularly those recently wed, and 
to train them for family, social and apostolic life.



Finally, let the spouses themselves, made to the image of the living God and enjoying the authentic 
dignity of persons, be joined to one another(16) in equal affection, harmony of mind and the work 
of mutual sanctification. Thus, following Christ who is the principle of life,(17) by the sacrifices 
and joys of their vocation and through their faithful love, married people can become witnesses of 
the mystery of love which the Lord revealed to the world by His dying and His rising up to life 
again.(18) 

CHAPTER II 
THE PROPER DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURE 

53. Man comes to a true and full humanity only through culture, that is through the cultivation of 
the goods and values of nature. Wherever human life is involved, therefore, nature and culture are 
quite intimately connected one with the other.

The word "culture" in its general sense indicates everything whereby man develops and perfects his 
many bodily and spiritual qualities; he strives by his knowledge and his labor, to bring the world 
itself under his control. He renders social life more human both in the family and the civic 
community, through improvement of customs and institutions. Throughout the course of time he 
expresses, communicates and conserves in his works, great spiritual experiences and desires, that 
they might be of advantage to the progress of many, even of the whole human family.

Thence it follows that human culture has necessarily a historical and social aspect and the word 
"culture" also often assumes a sociological and ethnological sense. According to this sense we 
speak of a plurality of cultures. Different styles of life and multiple scales of values arise from the 
diverse manner of using things, of laboring, of expressing oneself, of practicing religion, of forming 
customs, of establishing laws and juridic institutions of cultivating the sciences, the arts and beauty. 
Thus the customs handed down to it form the patrimony proper to each human community. It is also 
in this way that there is formed the definite, historical milieu which enfolds the man oœ every 
nation and age and from which he draws the values which permit him to promote civilization. 

SECTION 1 
The Circumstances of Culture in the World Today 
54. The circumstances of the life of modern man have been so profoundly changed in their social 
and cultural aspects, that we can speak of a new age of human history.(1) New ways are open, 
therefore, for the perfection and the further extension of culture. These ways have been prepared by 
the enormous growth of natural, human and social sciences, by technical progress, and advances in 
developing and organizing means whereby men can communicate with one another. Hence the 
culture of today possesses particular characteristics: sciences which are called exact greatly develop 
critical judgment; the more recent psychological studies more profoundly explain human activity; 
historical studies make it much easier to see things in their mutable and evolutionary aspects, 
customs and usages are becoming more and more uniform; industrialization, urbanization, and other 
causes which promote community living create a mass-culture from which are born new ways of 
thinking, acting and making use of leisure. The increase of commerce between the various nations 
and human groups opens more widely to all the treasures of different civilizations and thus little by 
little, there develops a more universal form of human culture, which better promotes and expresses 
the unity of the human race to the degree that it preserves the particular aspects of the different 
civilizations.

55. From day to day, in every group or nation, there is an increase in the number of men and women 
who are conscious that they themselves are the authors and the artisans of the culture of their 
community. Throughout the whole world there is a mounting increase in the sense of autonomy as 
well as of responsibility. This is of paramount importance for the spiritual and moral maturity of the 
human race. This becomes more clear if we consider the unification of the world and the duty which 
is imposed upon us, that we build a better world based upon truth and justice. Thus we are 
witnesses of the birth of a new humanism, one in which man is defined first of all by this 



responsibility to his brothers and to history.

56. In these conditions, it is no cause of wonder that man, who senses his responsibility for the 
progress of culture, nourishes a high hope but also looks with anxiety upon many contradictory 
things which he must resolve:

What is to be done to prevent the increased exchanges between cultures, which should lead to a true 
and fruitful dialogue between groups and nations, from disturbing the life of communities, from 
destroying the wisdom received from ancestors, or from placing in danger the character proper to 
each people?

How is the dynamism and expansion of a new culture to be fostered without losing a living fidelity 
to the heritage of tradition. This question is of particular urgency when a culture which arises from 
the enormous progress of science and technology must be harmonized with a culture nourished by 
classical studies according to various traditions.

How can we quickly and progressively harmonize the proliferation of particular branches of study 
with the necessity of forming a synthesis of them, and of preserving among men the faculties of 
contemplation and observation which lead to wisdom?

What can be done to make all men partakers of cultural values in the world, when the human 
culture of those who are more competent is constantly becoming more refined and more complex?

Finally how is the autonomy which culture claims for itself to be recognized as legitimate without 
generating a notion of humanism which is merely terrestrial, and even contrary to religion itself.

In the midst of these conflicting requirements, human culture must evolve today in such a way that 
it can both develop the whole human person and aid man in those duties to whose fulfillment all are 
called, especially Christians fraternally united in one human family. 

SECTION 2 
Some Principles for the Proper Development of Culture 
57. Christians, on pilgrimage toward the heavenly city, should seek and think of these things which 
are above(2) This duty in no way decreases, rather it increases, the importance of their obligation to 
work with all men in the building of a more human world. Indeed, the mystery of the Christian faith 
furnishes them with an excellent stimulant and aid to fulfill this duty more courageously and 
especially to uncover the full meaning of this activity, one which gives to human culture its eminent 
place in the integral vocation of man.

When man develops the earth by the work of his hands or with the aid of technology, in order that it 
might bear fruit and become a dwelling worthy of the whole human family and when he 
consciously takes part in the life of social groups, he carries out the design of God manifested at the 
beginning of time, that he should subdue the earth, perfect creation and develop himself. At the 
same time he obeys the commandment of Christ that he place himself at the service of his brethren.

Furthermore, when man gives himself to the various disciplines of philosophy, history and of 
mathematical and natural science, and when he cultivates the arts, he can do very much to elevate 
the human family to a more sublime understanding of truth, goodness, and beauty, and to the 
formation of considered opinions which have universal value. Thus mankind may be more clearly 
enlightened by that marvelous Wisdom which was with God from all eternity, composing all things 
with him, rejoicing in the earth, delighting in the sons of men.(4)

In this way, the human spirit, being less subjected to material things, can be more easily drawn to 
the worship and contemplation of the Creator. Moreover, by the impulse of grace, he is disposed to 
acknowledge the Word of God, Who before He became flesh in order to save all and to sum up all 
in Himself was already "in the world" as "the true light which enlightens every man" (John 1:9-
10).(5)

Indeed today's progress in science and technology can foster a certain exclusive emphasis on 



observable data, and an agnosticism about everything else. For the methods of investigation which 
these sciences use can be wrongly considered as the supreme rule of seeking the whole truth. By 
virtue of their methods these sciences cannot penetrate to the intimate notion of things. Indeed the 
danger is present that man, confiding too much in the discoveries of today, may think that he is 
sufficient unto himself and no longer seek the higher things.

Those unfortunate results, however, do not necessarily follow from the culture of today, nor should 
they lead us into the temptation of not acknowledging its positive values. Among these values are 
included: scientific study and fidelity toward truth in scientific inquiries, the necessity of working 
together with others in technical groups, a sense of international solidarity, a clearer awareness of 
the responsibility of experts to aid and even to protect men, the desire to make the conditions of life 
more favorable for all, especially for those who are poor in culture or who are deprived of the 
opportunity to exercise responsibility. All of these provide some preparation for the acceptance of 
the message of the Gospel a preparation which can be animated by divine charity through Him Who 
has come to save the world.

58. There are many ties between the message of salvation and human culture. For God, revealing 
Himself to His people to the extent of a full manifestation of Himself in His Incarnate Son, has 
spoken according to the culture proper to each epoch.

Likewise the Church, living in various circumstances in the course of time, has used the discoveries 
of different cultures so that in her preaching she might spread and explain the message of Christ to 
all nations, that she might examine it and more deeply understand it, that she might give it better 
expression in liturgical celebration and in the varied life of the community of the faithful.

But at the same time, the Church, sent to all peoples of every time and place, is not bound 
exclusively and indissolubly to any race or nation, any particular way of life or any customary way 
of life recent or ancient. Faithful to her own tradition and at the same time conscious of her 
universal mission, she can enter into communion with the various civilizations, to their enrichment 
and the enrichment of the Church herself.

The Gospel of Christ constantly renews the life and culture of fallen man, it combats and removes 
the errors and evils resulting from the permanent allurement of sin. It never eases to purify and 
elevate the morality of peoples. By riches coming from above, it makes fruitful, as it were from 
within, the spiritual qualities and traditions of every people md of every age. It strengthens, perfects 
and restores(6) them in Christ. Thus the Church, in the very fulfillment of her own function,(7) 
stimulates and advances human and civic culture; by her action, also by her liturgy, she leads them 
toward interior liberty.

59. For the above reasons, the Church recalls to the mind of all that culture is to be subordinated to 
the integral perfection of the human person, to the good of the community and of the whole society. 
Therefore it is necessary to develop the human faculties in such a way that there results a growth of 
the faculty of admiration, of intuition, of contemplation, of making personal judgment, of 
developing a religious, moral and social sense.

Culture, because it flows immediately from the spiritual and social character of man, has constant 
need of a just liberty in order to develop; it needs also the legitimate possibility of exercising its 
autonomy according to its own principles. It therefore rightly demands respect and enjoys a certain 
inviolability within the limits of the common good, as long, of course, as it preserves the rights of 
the individual and the community, whether particular or universal.

This Sacred Synod, therefore, recalling the teaching of the first Vatican Council, declares that there 
are "two orders of knowledge" which are distinct, namely faith and reason; and that the Church 
does not forbid that "the human arts and disciplines use their own principles and their proper 
method, each in its own domain"; therefore "acknowledging this just liberty," this Sacred Synod 
affirms the legitimate autonomy of human culture and especially of the sciences.(8)



All this supposes that, within the limits of morality and the common utility, man can freely search 
for the truth, express his opinion and publish it; that he can practice any art he chooses: that finally, 
he can avail himself of true information concerning events of a public nature.(9)

As for public authority, it is not its function to determine the character of the civilization, but rather 
to establish the conditions and to use the means which are capable of fostering the life of culture 
among an even within the minorities of a nation.(10) It is necessary to do everything possible to 
prevent culture from being turned away from its proper end and made to serve as an instrument of 
political or economic power. 

SECTION 3 
Some More Urgent Duties of Christians in Regard to Culture 
60. It is now possible to free most of humanity from the misery of ignorance. Therefore the duty 
most consonant with our times, especially for Christians, is that of working diligently for 
fundamental decisions to be taken in economic and political affairs, both on the national and 
international level which will everywhere recognize and satisfy the right of all to a human and 
social culture in conformity with the dignity of the human person without any discrimination of 
race, sex, nation, religion or social condition. Therefore it is necessary to provide all with a 
sufficient quantity of cultural benefits, especially of those which constitute the so-called 
fundamental culture lest very many be prevented from cooperating in the promotion of the common 
good in a truly human manner because of illiteracy and a lack of responsible activity.

We must strive to provide for those men who are gifted the possibility of pursuing higher studies; 
and in such a way that, as far as possible, they may occupy in society those duties, offices and 
services which are in harmony with their natural aptitude and the competence they have 
acquired.(11) Thus each man and the social groups of every people will be able to attain the full 
development of their culture in conformity with their qualities and traditions.

Everything must be done to make everyone conscious of the right to culture and the duty he has of 
developing him self culturally and of helping others. Sometimes there exist conditions of life and of 
work which impede the cultural striving of men and destroy in them the eagerness for culture. This 
is especially true of farmers and workers. It is necessary to provide for them those working 
conditions which will not impede their human culture but rather favor it. Women now work in 
almost all spheres. It is fitting that they are able to assume their proper role in accordance with their 
own nature. It will belong to all to acknowledge and favor the proper and necessary participation of 
women in the cultural life.

61. Today it is more difficult to form a synthesis of the various disciplines of knowledge and the 
arts than it was formerly. For while the mass and the diversity of cultural factors are increasing, 
there is a decrease in each man's faculty of perceiving and unifying these things, so that the image 
of "universal man" is being lost sight of more and more. Nevertheless it remains each man's duty to 
retain an understanding of the whole human person in which the values of intellect, will, conscience 
and fraternity are preeminent. These values are all rooted in God the Creator and have been 
wonderfully restored and elevated in Christ.

The family is, as it were, the primary mother and nurse of this education. There, the children, in an 
atmosphere of love, more easily learn the correct order of things, while proper forms of human 
culture impress themselves in an almost unconscious manner upon the mind of the developing 
adolescent.

Opportunities for the same education are to be found also in the societies of today, due especially to 
the increased circulation of books and to the new means of cultural and social communication 
which can foster a universal culture. With the more or less generalized reduction of working hours, 
the leisure time of most men has increased. May this leisure be used properly to relax, to fortify the 
health of soul and body through spontaneous study and activity, through tourism which refines 
man's character and enriches him with understanding of others, through sports activity which helps 



to preserve equilibrium of spirit even in the community, and to establish fraternal relations among 
men of all conditions, nations and races. Let Christians cooperate so that the cultural manifestations 
and collective activity characteristic of our time may be imbued with a human and a Christian spirit.

All these leisure activities however are not able to bring man to a full cultural development unless 
there is at the same time a profound inquiry into the meaning of culture and science for the human 
person.

62. Although the Church has contributed much to the development of culture, experience shows 
that, for circumstantial reasons, it is sometimes difficult to harmonize culture with Christian 
teaching. These difficulties do not necessarily harm the life of faith, rather they can stimulate the 
mind to a deeper and more accurate understanding of the faith. The recent studies and findings of 
science, history and philosophy raise new questions which effect life and which demand new 
theological investigations. Furthermore, theologians, within the requirements and methods proper to 
theology, are invited to seek continually for more suitable ways of communicating doctrine to the 
men of their times; for the deposit of Faith or the truths are one thing and the manner in which they 
are enunciated, in the same meaning and understanding, is another.(12) In pastoral care, sufficient 
use must be made not only of theological principles, but also of the findings of the secular sciences, 
especially of psychology and sociology, so that the faithful may be brought to a more adequate and 
mature life of faith.

Literature and the arts are also, in their own way, of great importance to the life of the Church. They 
strive to make known the proper nature of man, his problems and his experiences in trying to know 
and perfect both himself and the world. They have much to do with revealing mans place in history 
and in the world; with illustrating the miseries and joys, the needs and strengths of man and with 
foreshadowing 1 better life for him. The they are able to elevate human life, expressed in multifold 
forms according to various times and regions.

Efforts must be made so that those who foster these arts feel that the Church recognizes their 
activity and so that, enjoying orderly liberty, they may initiate more friendly relations with the 
Christian community. The Church acknowledges also new forms of art which are adapted to our age 
and are in keeping with the characteristics of various nations and regions. They may be brought into 
the sanctuary since they raise the mind to God, once the manner of expression is adapted and they 
are conformed to liturgical requirements(13)

Thus the knowledge of God is better manifested and the preaching of the Gospel becomes clearer to 
human intelligence and shows itself to be relevant to man's actual conditions of life.

May the faithful, therefore, live in very close union with the other men of their time and may they 
strive to understand perfectly their way of thinking and judging, as expressed in their culture. Let 
them blend new sciences and theories and the understanding of the most recent discoveries with 
Christian morality and the teaching of Christian doctrine, so that their religious culture and morality 
may keep pace with scientific knowledge and with the constantly progressing technology. Thus they 
will be able to interpret and evaluate all things in a truly Christian spirit.

Let those who teach theology in seminaries and universities strive to collaborate with men versed in 
the other sciences through a sharing of their resources and points of view. Theological inquiry 
should pursue a profound understanding of revealed truth; at the same time it should not neglect 
close contact with its own time that it may be able to help these men skilled in various disciplines to 
attain to a better understanding of the faith. This common effort will greatly aid the formation of 
priests, who will be able to present to our contemporaries the doctrine of the Church concerning 
God, man and the world, in a manner more adapted to them so that they may receive it more 
willingly.(14) Furthermore, it is to be hoped that many of the laity will receive a sufficient 
formation in the sacred sciences and that some will dedicate themselves professionally to these 
studies, developing and deepening them by their own labors. In order that they may fulfill their 
function, let it be recognized that all the faithful, whether clerics or laity, possess a lawful freedom 



of inquiry, freedom of thought and of expressing their mind with humility and fortitude in those 
matters on which they enjoy competence.(16) 

CHAPTER III 
ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL LIFE 

63. In the economic and social realms, too, the dignity and complete vocation of the human person 
and the welfare of society as a whole are to be respected and promoted. For man is the source, the 
center, and the purpose of all economic and social life.

Like other areas of social life, the economy of today is marked by man's increasing domination over 
nature, by closer and more intense relationships between citizens, groups, and countries and their 
mutual dependence, and by the increased intervention of the state. At the same time progress in the 
methods of production and in the exchange of goods and services has made the economy an 
instrument capable of better meeting the intensified needs of the human family.

Reasons for anxiety, however, are not lacking. Many people, especially in economically advanced 
areas, seem, as it were, to be ruled by economics, so that almost their entire personal and social life 
is pennated with a certain economic way of thinking. Such is true both of nations that favor a 
collective economy and of others. At the very time when the development of economic life could 
mitigate social inequalities (provided that it be guided and coordinated in a reasonable and human 
way), it is often made to embitter them; or, in some places, it even results in a decline of the social 
status of the underprivileged and in contempt for the poor. While an immense number of people still 
lack the absolute necessities of life, some, even in less advanced areas, live in luxury or squander 
wealth. Extravagance and wretchedness exist side by side. While a few enjoy very great power of 
choice, the majority are deprived of almost all possibility of acting on their own initiative and 
responsibility, and often subsist in living and working conditions unworthy of the human person.

A similar lack of economic and social balance is to be noticed between agriculture, industry, and the 
services, and also between different parts of one and the same country. The contrast between the 
economically more advanced countries and other countries is becoming more serious day by day, 
and the very peace of the world can be jeopardized thereby.

Our contemporaries are coming to feel these inequalities with an ever sharper awareness, since they 
are thoroughly convinced that the ampler technical and economic possibilities which the world of 
today enjoys can and should correct this unhappy state of affairs. Hence, many reforms in the 
socioeconomic realm and a change of mentality and attitude are required of all. For this reason the 
Church down through the centuries and in the light of the Gospel has worked out the principles of 
justice and equity demanded by right reason both for individual and social life and for international 
life, and she has proclaimed them especially in recent times. This sacred council intends to 
strengthen these principles according to the circumstances of this age and to set forth certain 
guidelines, especially with regard to the requirements of economic development.(1) 

SECTION 1 
Economic Development 
64. Today more than ever before attention is rightly given to the increase of the production of 
agricultural and industrial goods and of the rendering of services, for the purpose of making 
provision for the growth of population and of satisfying the increasing desires of the human race. 
Therefore, technical progress, an inventive spirit, an eagerness to create and to expand enterprises, 
the application of methods of production, and the strenuous efforts of all who engage in production-
in a word, all the elements making for such development-must be promoted. The fundamental 
finality of this production is not the mere increase of products nor profit or control but rather the 
service of man, and indeed of the whole man with regard for the full range of his material needs and 
the demands of his intellectual, moral, spiritual, and religious life; this applies to every man 
whatsoever and to every group of men, of every race and of every part of the world. Consequently, 



economic activity is to be carried on according to its own methods and laws within the limits of the 
moral order," so that God's plan for mankind may be realized.(3)

65. Economic development must remain under man's determination and must not be left to the 
judgment of a few men or groups possessing too much economic power or of the political 
community alone or of certain more powerful nations. It is necessary, on the contrary, that at every 
level the largest possible number of people and, when it is a question of international relations, all 
nations have an active share in directing that development. There is need as well of the coordination 
and fitting and harmonious combination of the spontaneous efforts of individuals and of free groups 
with the undertakings oœ public authorities.

Growth is not to be left solely to a kind of mechanical course of the economic activity of 
individuals, nor to the authority of government. For this reason, doctrines which obstruct the 
necessary reforms under the guise of a false liberty, and those which subordinate the basic rights of 
individual persons and groups to the collective organization of production must be shown to be 
erroneous.(4)

Citizens, on the other hand, should remember that it is their right and duty, which is also to be 
recognized by the civil authority, to contribute to the true progress of their own community 
according to their ability. Especially in underdeveloped areas, where all resources must urgently be 
employed, those who hold back their unproductive resources or who deprive their community of the 
material or spiritual aid that it needs-saving the personal right of migration-gravely endanger the 
common good.

66. To satisfy the demands of justice and equity, strenuous efforts must be made, without 
disregarding the rights of persons or the natural qualities of each country, to remove as quickly as 
possible the immense economic inequalities, which now exist and in many cases are growing and 
which are connected with individual and social discrimination. Likewise, in many areas, in view of 
the special difficulties of agriculture relative to the raising and selling of produce, country people 
must be helped both to increase and to market what they produce, and to introduce the necessary 
development and renewal and also obtain a fair income. Otherwise, as too often happens, they will 
remain in the condition of lower-class citizens. Let farmers themselves, especially young ones, 
apply themselves to perfecting their professional skill, for without it, there can be no agricultural 
advance.(5)

Justice and equity likewise require that the mobility, which is necessary in a developing economy, 
be regulated in such a way as to keep the life of individuals and their families from becoming 
insecure and precarious. When workers come from another country or district and contribute to the 
economic advancement of a nation or region by their labor, all discrimination as regards wages and 
working conditions must be carefully avoided. All the people, moreover, above all the public 
authorities, must treat them not as mere tools of production but as persons, and must help them to 
bring their families to live with them and to provide themselves with a decent dwelling; they must 
also see to it that these workers are incorporated into the social life of the country or region that 
receives them. Employment opportunities, however, should be created in their own areas as far as 
possible.

In economic affairs which today are subject to change, as in the new forms of industrial society in 
which automation, for example, is advancing, care must be taken that sufficient and suitable work 
and the possibility of the appropriate technical and professional formation are furnished. The 
livelihood and the human dignity especially of those who are in very difficult conditions because of 
illness or old age must be guaranteed. 

SECTION 2 
Certain Principles Governing Socio-Economic Life as a Whole 
67. Human labor which is expended in the production and exchange of goods or in the performance 
of economic services is superior to the other elements of economic life, for the latter have only the 



nature of tools.

This labor, whether it is engaged in independently or hired by someone else, comes immediately 
from the person, who as it were stamps the things of nature with his seal and subdues them to his 
will. By his labor a man ordinarily supports himself and his family, is joined to his fellow men and 
serves them, and can exercise genuine charity and be a partner in the work of bringing divine 
creation to perfection. Indeed, we hold that through labor offered to God man is associated with the 
redemptive work of Jesus Christ, Who conferred an eminent dignity on labor when at Nazareth He 
worked with His own hands. From this there follows for every man the duty of working faithfully 
and also the right to work. It is the duty of society, moreover, according to the circumstances 
prevailing in it, and in keeping with its role, to help the citizens to find sufficient employment. 
Finally, remuneration for labor is to be such that man may be furnished the means to cultivate 
worthily his own material, social, cultural, and spiritual life and that of his dependents, in view of 
the function and productiveness of each one, the conditions of the factory or workshop, and the 
common good.(6)

Since economic activity for the most part implies the associated work of human beings, any way of 
organizing and directing it which may be detrimental to any working men and women would be 
wrong and inhuman. It happens too often, however, even in our days, that workers are reduced to 
the level of being slaves to their own work. This is by no means justified by the so-called economic 
laws. The entire process of productive work, therefore, must be adapted to the needs of the person 
and to his way of life, above all to his domestic life, especially in respect to mothers of families, 
always with due regard for sex and age. The opportunity, moreover, should be granted to workers to 
unfold their own abilities and personality through the performance of their work. Applying their 
time and strength to their employment with a due sense of responsibility, they should also all enjoy 
sufficient rest and leisure to cultivate their familial, cultural, social and religious life. They should 
also have the opportunity freely to develop the energies and potentialities which perhaps they 
cannot bring to much fruition in their professional work.

68. In economic enterprises it is persons who are joined together, that is, free and independent 
human beings created lo the image of God. Therefore, with attention to the functions of each-
owners or employers, management or labor-and without doing harm to the necessary unity of 
management, the active sharing of all in the administration and profits of these enterprises in ways 
to be properly determined is to be promoted.(7) Since more often, however, decisions concerning 
economic and social conditions, on which the future lot of the workers and of their children 
depends, are made not within the business itself but by institutions on a higher level, the workers 
themselves should have a share also in determining these conditions-in person or through freely 
elected delegates.

Among the basic rights of the human person is to be numbered the right of freely founding unions 
for working people. These should be able truly to represent them and to contribute to the organizing 
of economic life in the right way. Included is the right of freely taking part in the activity of these 
unions without risk of reprisal. Through this orderly participation joined to progressive economic 
and social formation, all will grow day by day in the awareness of their own function and 
responsibility, and thus they will be brought to feel that they are comrades in the whole task of 
economic development and in the attainment of the universal common good according to their 
capacities and aptitudes.

When, however, socio-economic disputes arise, efforts must be made to come to a peaceful 
settlement. Although recourse must always be had first to a sincere dialogue between the parties, a 
strike, nevertheless, can remain even in presentday circumstances a necessary, though ultimate, aid 
for the defense of the workers' own rights and the fulfillment of their just desires. As soon as 
possible, however, ways should be sought to resume negotiation and the discussion of 
reconciliation.

69. God intended the earth with everything contained in it for the use of all human beings and 



peoples. Thus, under the leadership of justice and in the company of charity, created goods should 
be in abundance for all in like manner.(8) Whatever the forms of property may be, as adapted to the 
legitimate institutions of peoples, according to diverse and changeable circumstances, attention 
must always be paid to this universal destination of earthly goods. In using them, therefore, man 
should regard the external things that he legitimately possesses not only as his own but also as 
common in the sense that they should be able to benefit not only him but also others.(9) On the 
other hand, the right of having a share of earthly goods sufficient for oneself and one's family 
belongs to everyone. The Fathers and Doctors of the Church held this opinion, teaching that men 
are obliged to come to the relief of the poor and to do so not merely out of their superfluous 
goods.(10) If one is in extreme necessity, he has the right to procure for himself what he needs out 
of the riches of others.(11) Since there are so many people prostrate with hunger in the world, this 
sacred council urges all, both individuals and governments, to remember the aphorism of the 
Fathers, "Feed the man dying of hunger, because if you have not fed him, you have killed him,"(12) 
and really to share and employ their earthly goods, according to the ability of each, especially by 
supporting individuals or peoples with the aid by which they may be able to help and develop 
themselves.

In economically less advanced societies the common destination of earthly goods is partly satisfied 
by means of the customs and traditions proper to the community, by which the absolutely necessary 
things are furnished to each member. An effort must be made, however, to avoid regarding certain 
customs as altogether unchangeable, if they no longer answer the new needs of this age. On the 
other hand, imprudent action should not be taken against respectable customs which, provided they 
are suitably adapted to present-day circumstances, do not cease to be very useful. Similarly, in 
highly developed nations a body of social institutions dealing with protection and security can, for 
its own part, bring to reality the common destination of earthly goods. Family and social services, 
especially those that provide for culture and education, should be further promoted. When all these 
things are being organized, vigilance is necessary to present the citizens from being led into a 
certain inactivity vis-a-vis society or from rejecting the burden of taking up office or from refusing 
to serve.

70. Investments, for their part, must be directed toward procuring employment and sufficient 
income for the people both now and in the future. Whoever makes decisions concerning these 
investments and the planning of the economy-whether they be individuals or groups of public 
authorities-are bound to keep these objectives in mind and to recognize their serious obligation of 
watching, on the one hand, that provision be made for the necessities required for a decent life both 
of individuals and of the whole community and, on the other, of looking out for the future and of 
establishing a right balance between the needs of present-day consumption, both individual and 
collective, and the demands of investing for the generation to come. They should also always bear 
in mind the urgent needs of underdeveloped countries or regions. In monetary matters they should 
beware of hurting the welfare of their own country or of other countries. Care should also be taken 
lest the economically weak countries unjustly suffer any loss from a change in the value of money.

71. Since property and other forms of private ownership of external goods contribute to the 
expression of the personality, and since, moreover, they furnish one an occasion to exercise his 
function in society and in the economy, it is very important that the access of both individuals and 
communities to some ownership of external goods be fostered

Private property or some ownership of external goods confers on everyone a sphere wholly 
necessary for the autonomy of the person and the family, and it should be regarded as an extension 
of human freedom. Lastly, since it adds incentives for carrying on one's function and charge, it 
constitutes one of the conditions for civil liberties.(13)

The forms of such ownership or property are varied today and are becoming increasingly 
diversified. They all remain, however, a cause of security not to be underestimated, in spite of social 
funds, rights, and services provided by society. This is true not only of material property but also of 



immaterial things such as professional capacities.

The right of private ownership, however, is not opposed to the right inherent in various forms of 
public property. Goods can be transferred to the public domain only by the competent authority, 
according to the demands and within the limits of the common good, and with fair compensation. 
Furthermore, it is the right of public authority to prevent anyone from abusing his private property 
to the detriment of the common good.(14)

By its very nature private property has a social quality which is based on the law of the common 
destination of earthly goods.(15) If this social quality is overlooked, property often becomes an 
occasion of passionate desires for wealth and serious disturbances, so that a pretext is given to the 
attackers for calling the right itself into question.

In many underdeveloped regions there are large or even extensive rural estates which are only 
slightly cultivated or lie completely idle for the sake of profit, while the majority of the people 
either are without land or have only very small fields, and, on the other hand, it is evidently urgent 
to increase the productivity of the fields. Not infrequently those who are hired to work for the 
landowners or who till a portion of the land as tenants receive a wage or income unworthy of a 
human being, lack decent housing and are exploited by middlemen. Deprived of all security, they 
live under such personal servitude that almost every opportunity of acting on their own initiative 
and responsibility is denied to them and all advancement in human culture and all sharing in social 
and political life is forbidden to them. According to the different cases, therefore, reforms are 
necessary: that income may grow, working conditions should be improved, security in employment 
increased, and an incentive to working on one's own initiative given. Indeed, insufficiently 
cultivated estates should be distributed to those who can make these lands fruitful; in this case, the 
necessary things and means, especially educational aids and the right facilities for cooperative 
organization, must be supplied. Whenever, nevertheless, the common good requires expropriation, 
compensation must be reckoned in equity after all the circumstances have been weighed.

72. Christians who take an active part in present-day socio-economic development and fight for 
justice and charity should be convinced that they can make a great contribution to the prosperity of 
mankind and to the peace of the world. In these activities let them, either as individuals or as 
members of groups, give a shining example. Having acquired the absolutely necessary skill and 
experience, they should observe the right order in their earthly activities in faithfulness to Christ and 
His Gospel. Thus their whole life, both individual and social, will be permeated with the spirit of 
the beatitudes, notably with a spirit of poverty.

Whoever in obedience to Christ seeks first the Kingdom of God, takes therefrom a stronger and 
purer love for helping all his brethren and for perfecting the work of justice under the inspiration of 
charity.(16) 

CHAPTER IV 

THE LIFE OF THE POLITICAL COMMUNITY 

73. In our day, profound changes are apparent also in the structure and institutions of peoples. 
These result from their cultural, economic and social evolution. Such changes have a great influence 
on the life of the political community, especially regarding the rights and duties of all in the 
exercise of civil freedom and in the attainment of the common good, and in organizing the relations 
of citizens among themselves and with respect to public authority.

The present keener sense of human dignity has given rise in many parts of the world to attempts to 
bring about a politico-juridical order which will give better protection to the rights of the person in 
public life. These include the right freely to meet and form associations, the right to express one's 
own opinion and to profess one's religion both publicly and privately. The protection of the rights of 
a person is indeed a necessary condition so that citizens, individually or collectively, can take an 
active part in the life and government of the state.



Along with cultural, economic and social development, there is a growing desire among many 
people to play a greater part in organizing the life of the political community. In the conscience of 
many arises an increasing concern that the rights of minorities be recognized, without any neglect 
for their duties toward the political community. In addition, there is a steadily growing respect for 
men of other opinions or other religions. At the same time, there is wider cooperation to guarantee 
the actual exercise of personal rights to all citizens, and not only to a few privileged individuals.

However, those political systems, prevailing in some parts of the world are to be reproved which 
hamper civic or religious freedom, victimize large numbers through avarice and political crimes, 
and divert the exercise of authority from the service of the common good to the interests of one or 
another faction or of the rulers themselves.

There is no better way to establish political life on a truly human basis than by fostering an inward 
sense of justice and kindliness, and of service to the common good, and by strengthening basic 
convictions as to the true nature of the political community and the aim, right exercise, and sphere 
of action of public authority.

74. Men, families and the various groups which make up the civil community are aware that they 
cannot achieve a truly human life by their own unaided efforts. They see the need for a wider 
community, within which each one makes his specific contribution every day toward an ever 
broader realization of the common good.(1) For this purpose they set up a political community 
according to various forms. The political community exists, consequently, for the sake of the 
common good, in which it finds its full justification and significance, and the source of its inherent 
legitimacy. Indeed, the common good embraces the sum of those conditions of the social life 
whereby men, families and associations more adequately and readily may attain their own 
perfection.(2)

Yet the people who come together in the political community are many and diverse, and they have 
every right to prefer divergent solutions. If the political community is not to be torn apart while 
everyone follows his own opinion, there must be an authority to direct the energies of all citizens 
toward the common good, not in a mechanical or despotic fashion, but by acting above all as a 
moral force which appeals to each one's freedom and sense of responsibility.

It is clear, therefore, that the political community and public authority are founded on human nature 
and hence belong to the order designed by God, even though the choice of a political regime and the 
appointment of rulers are left to the free will of citizens.(3)

It follows also that political authority, both in the community as such and in the representative 
bodies of the state, must always be exercised within the limits of the moral order and directed 
toward the common good-with a dynamic concept of that good-according to the juridical order 
legitimately established or due to be established. When authority is so exercised, citizens are bound 
in conscience to obey.(4) Accordingly, the responsibility, dignity and importance of leaders are 
indeed clear.

But where citizens are oppressed by a public authority overstepping its competence, they should not 
protest against those things which are objectively required for the common good; but it is legitimate 
for them to defend their own rights and the rights of their fellow citizens against the abuse of this 
authority, while keeping within those limits drawn by the natural law and the Gospels.

According to the character of different peoples and their historic development, the political 
community can, however, adopt a variety of concrete solutions in its structures and the organization 
of public authority. For the benefit of the whole human family, these solutions must always 
contribute to the formation of a type of man who will be cultivated, peace-loving and well-disposed 
towards all his fellow men.

75. It is in full conformity with human nature that there should be juridico-political structures 
providing all citizens in an ever better fashion and without and discrimination the practical 



possibility of freely and actively taking part in the establishment of the juridical foundations of the 
political community and in the direction of public affairs, in fixing the terms of reference of the 
various public bodies and in the election of political leaders.(5) All citizens, therefore, should be 
mindful of the right and also the duty to use their free vote to further the common good. The Church 
praises and esteems the work of those who for the good of men devote themselves to the service of 
the state and take on the burdens of this office.

If the citizens' responsible cooperation is to produce the good results which may be expected in the 
normal course of political life, there must be a statute of positive law providing for a suitable 
division of the functions and bodies of authority and an efficient and independent system for the 
protection of rights. The rights of all persons, families and groups, and their practical application, 
must be recognized, respected and furthered, together with the duties binding on all citizen.(6) 
Among the latter, it will be well to recall the duty of rendering the political community such 
material and personal service as are required by the common good. Rulers must be careful not to 
hamper the development of family, social or cultural groups, nor that of intermediate bodies or 
organizations, and not to deprive them of opportunities for legitimate and constructive activity; they 
should willingly seek rather to promote the orderly pursuit of such activity. Citizens, for their part, 
either individually or collectively, must be careful not to attribute excessive power to public 
authority, not to make exaggerated and untimely demands upon it in their own interests, lessening 
in this way the responsible role of persons, families and social groups.

The complex circumstances of our day make it necessary for public authority to intervene more 
often in social, economic and cultural matters in order to bring about favorable conditions which 
will give more effective help to citizens and groups in their free pursuit of man's total well-being. 
The relations, however, between socialization and the autonomy and development of the person can 
be understood in different ways according to various regions and the evolution of peoples. But 
when the exercise of rights is restricted temporarily for the common good, freedom should be 
restored immediately upon change of circumstances. Moreover, it is inhuman for public authority to 
fall back on dictatonal systems or totalitarian methods which violate the rights of the person or 
social groups.

Citizens must cultivate a generous and loyal spirit of patriotism, but without being narrow-minded. 
This means that they will always direct their attention to the good of the whole human family, 
united by the different ties which bind together races, people and nations.

All Christians must be aware of their own specific vocation within the political community. It is for 
them to give an example by their sense of responsibility and their service of the common good. In 
this way they are to demonstrate concretely how authority can be compatible with freedom, 
personal initiative with the solidarity of the whole social organism, and the advantages of unity with 
fruitful diversity. They must recognize the legitimacy of different opinions with regard to temporal 
solutions, and respect citizens, who, even as a group, defend their points of view by honest 
methods. Political parties, for their part, must promote those things which in their judgement are 
required for the common good; it is never allowable to give their interests priority over the common 
good.

Great care must be taken about civic and political formation, which is of the utmost necessity today 
for the population as a whole, and especially for youth, so that all citizens can play their part in the 
life of the political community. Those who are suited or can become suited should prepare 
themselves for the difficult, but at the same time, the very noble art of politics,(8) and should seek 
to practice this art without regard for their own interests or for material advantages. With integrity 
and wisdom, they must take action against any form of injustice and tyranny, against arbitrary 
domination by an individual or a political party and any intolerance. They should dedicate 
themselves to the service of all with sincerity and fairness, indeed, with the charity and fortitude 
demanded by political life.

76. It is very important, especially where a pluralistic society prevails, that there be a correct notion 



of the relationship between the political community and the Church, and a clear distinction between 
the tasks which Christians undertake, individually or as a group, on their own responsibility as 
citizens guided by the dictates of a Christian conscience, and the activities which, in union with 
their pastors, they carry out in the name of the Church.

The Church, by reason of her role and competence, is not identified in any way with the political 
community nor bound to any political system. She is at once a sign and a safeguard of the 
transcendent character of the human person.

The Church and the political community in their own fields are autonomous and independent from 
each other. Yet both, under different titles, are devoted to the personal and social vocation of the 
same men. The more that both foster sounder cooperation between themselves with due 
consideration for the circumstances of time and place, the more effective will their service be 
exercised for the good of all. For man's horizons are not limited only to the temporal order; while 
living in the context of human history, he preserves intact his eternal vocation. The Church, for her 
part, founded on the love of the Redeemer, contributes toward the reign of justice and charity within 
the borders of a nation and between nations. By preaching the truths of the Gospel, and bringing to 
bear on all fields of human endeavor the light of her doctrine and of a Christian witness, she 
respects and fosters the political freedom and responsibility of citizens.

The Apostles, their successors and those who cooperate with them, are sent to announce to mankind 
Christ, the Savior. Their apostolate is based on the power of God, Who very often shows forth the 
strength of the Gospel on the weakness of its witnesses. All those dedicated to the ministry of God's 
Word must use the ways and means proper to the Gospel which in a great many respects differ from 
the means proper to the earthly city.

There are, indeed, close links between earthly things and those elements of man's condition which 
transcend the world. The Church herself makes use of temporal things insofar as her own mission 
requires it. She, for her part, does not place her trust in the privileges offered by civil authority. She 
will even give up the exercise of certain rights which have been legitimately acquired, if it becomes 
clear that their use will cast doubt on the sincerity of her witness or that new ways of life demand 
new methods. It is only right, however, that at all times and in all places, the Church should have 
true freedom to preach the faith, to teach her social doctrine, to exercise her role freely among men, 
and also to pass moral judgment in those matters which regard public order when the fundamental 
rights of a person or the salvation of souls require it. In this, she should make use of all the means-
but only those-which accord with the Gospel and which correspond to the general good according 
to the diversity oœ times and circumstances.

While faithfully adhering to the Gospel and fulfilling her mission to the world, the Church, whose 
duty it is to foster and elevate(9) all that is found to be true, good and beautiful in the human 
community, strengthens peace among men for the glory of God.(10) 

CHAPTER V 
THE FOSTERING OF PEACE AND THE PROMOTION OF A COMMUNITY OF 

NATIONS 
77. In our generation when men continue to be afflicted by acute hardships and anxieties arising 
from the ravages of war or the threat of it, the whole human family faces an hour of supreme crisis 
in its advance toward maturity. Moving gradually together and everywhere more conscious already 
of its unity, this family cannot accomplish its task of constructing for all men everywhere a world 
more genuinely human unless each person devotes himself to the cause of peace with renewed 
vigor. Thus it happens that the Gospel message, which is in harmony with the loftier strivings and 
aspirations of the human race, takes on a new luster in our day as it declares that the artisans of 
peace are blessed "because they will be called the sons of God" (Matt. 5:9).

Consequently, as it points out the authentic and noble meaning of peace and condemns the 



frightfulness of war, the Council wishes passionately to summon Christians to cooperate, under the 
help of Christ the author of peace, with all men in securing among themselves a peace based on 
justice and love and in setting up the instruments of peace.

78. Peace is not merely the absence of war; nor can it be reduced solely to the maintenance of a 
balance of power between enemies; nor is it brought about by dictatorship Instead, it is rightly and 
appropriately called an enterprise of justice. Peace results from that order structured into human 
society by its divine Founder, and actualized by men as they thirst after ever greater justice. The 
common good of humanity finds its ultimate meaning in the eternal law. But since the concrete 
demands of this common good are constantly changing as time goes on, peace is never attained 
once and for all, but must be built up ceaselessly. Moreover, since the human will is unsteady and 
wounded by sin, the achievement of peace requires a constant mastering of passions and the 
vigilance of lawful authority.

But this is not enough. This peace on earth cannot be obtained unless personal well-being is 
safeguarded and men freely and trustingly share with one another the riches of their inner spirits and 
their talents. A firm determination to respect other men and peoples and their dignity, as well as the 
studied practice of brotherhood are absolutely necessary for the establishment of peace. Hence 
peace is likewise the fruit of love, which goes beyond what justice can provide.

That earthly peace which arises from love of neighbor symbolizes and results from the peace of 
Christ which radiates from God the Father. For by the cross the incarnate Son, the prince of peace 
reconciled all men with God. By thus restoring all men to the unity of one people and one body, He 
slew hatred in His own flesh; and, after being lifted on high by His resurrection, He poured forth the 
spirit of love into the hearts of men.

For this reason, all Christians are urgently summoned to do in love what the truth requires, and to 
join with all true peacemakers in pleading for peace and bringing it about.

Motivated by this same spirit, we cannot fail to praise those who renounce the use of violence in the 
vindication of their rights and who resort to methods of defense which are otherwise available to 
weaker parties too, provided this can be done without injury to the rights and duties of others or of 
the community itself.

Insofar as men are sinful, the threat of war hangs over them, and hang over them it will until the 
return of Christ. But insofar as men vanquish sin by a union of love, they will vanquish violence as 
well and make these words come true: "They shall turn their swords into plough-shares, and their 
spears into sickles. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any 
more" (Isaias 2:4). 

SECTION 1 
The Avoidance of War 
79. Even though recent wars have wrought physical and moral havoc on our world, the devastation 
of battle still goes on day by day in some part of the world. Indeed, now that every kind of weapon 
produced by modern science is used in war, the fierce character of warfare threatens to lead the 
combatants to a savagery far surpassing that of the past. Furthermore, the complexity of the modern 
world and the intricacy of international relations allow guerrilla warfare to be drawn out by new 
methods of deceit and subversion. In many causes the use of terrorism is regarded as a new way to 
wage war.

Contemplating this melancholy state of humanity, the council wishes, above all things else, to recall 
the permanent binding force of universal natural law and its all-embracing principles. Man's 
conscience itself gives ever more emphatic voice to these principles. Therefore, actions which 
deliberately conflict with these same principles, as well as orders commanding such actions are 
criminal, and blind obedience cannot excuse those who yield to them. The most infamous among 
these are actions designed for the methodical extermination of an entire people, nation or ethnic 



minority. Such actions must be vehemently condemned as horrendous crimes. The courage of those 
who fearlessly and openly resist those who issue such commands merits supreme commendation.

On the subject of war, quite a large number of nations have subscribed to international agreements 
aimed at making military activity and its consequences less inhuman. Their stipulations deal with 
such matters as the treatment of wounded soldiers and prisoners. Agreements of this sort must be 
honored. Indeed they should be improved upon so that the frightfulness of war can be better and 
more workably held in check. All men, especially government officials and experts in these matters, 
are bound to do everything they can to effect these improvements. Moreover, it seems right that 
laws make humane provisions for the case of those who for reasons of conscience refuse to bear 
arms, provided however, that they agree to serve the human community in some other way.

Certainly, war has not been rooted out of human affairs. As long as the danger of war remains and 
there is no competent and sufficiently powerful authority at the international level, governments 
cannot be denied the right to legitimate defense once every means of peaceful settlement has been 
exhausted. State authorities and others who share public responsibility have the duty to conduct 
such grave matters soberly and to protect the welfare of the people entrusted to their care. But it is 
one thing to undertake military action for the just defense of the people, and something else again to 
seek the subjugation of other nations. Nor, by the same token, does the mere fact that war has 
unhappily begun mean that all is fair between the warring parties.

Those too who devote themselves to the military service of their country should regard themselves 
as the agents of security and freedom of peoples. As long as they fulfill this role properly, they are 
making a genuine contribution to the establishment of peace.

80. The horror and perversity of war is immensely magnified by the addition of scientific weapons. 
For acts of war involving these weapons can inflict massive and indiscriminate destruction, thus 
going far beyond the bounds of legitimate defense. Indeed, if the kind of instruments which can 
now be found in the armories of the great nations were to be employed to their fullest, an almost 
total and altogether reciprocal slaughter of each side by the other would follow, not to mention the 
widespread deviation that would take place in the world and the deadly after effects that would be 
spawned by the use of weapons of this kind.

All these considerations compel us to undertake an evaluation of war with an entirely new 
attitude.(1) The men of our time must realize that they will have to give a somber reckoning of their 
deeds of war for the course of the future will depend greatly on the decisions they make today.

With these truths in mind, this most holy synod makes its own the condemnations of total war 
already pronounced by recent popes,(2) and issues the following declaration.

Any act of war aimed indiscriminately at the destruction of entire cities of extensive areas along 
with their population is a crime against God and man himself. It merits unequivocal and 
unhesitating condemnation.

The unique hazard of modern warfare consists in this: it provides those who possess modem 
scientific weapons with a kind of occasion for perpetrating just such abominations; moreover, 
through a certain inexorable chain of events, it can catapult men into the most atrocious decisions. 
That such may never truly happen in the future, the bishops of the whole world gathered together, 
beg all men, especially government officials and military leaders, to give unremitting thought to 
their gigantic responsibility before God and the entire human race.

81. To be sure, scientific weapons are not amassed solely for use in war. Since the defensive 
strength of any nation is considered to be dependent upon its capacity for immediate retaliation, this 
accumulation of arms, which increases each year, likewise serves, in a way heretofore unknown, as 
deterrent to possible enemy attack. Many regard this procedure as the most effective way by which 
peace of a sort can be maintained between nations at the present time.

Whatever be the facts about this method of deterrence, men should be convinced that the arms race 



in which an already considerable number of countries are engaged is not a safe way to preserve a 
steady peace, nor is the so-called balance resulting from this race a sure and authentic peace. Rather 
than being eliminated thereby, the causes of war are in danger of being gradually aggravated. While 
extravagant sums are being spent for the furnishing of ever new weapons, an adequate remedy 
cannot be provided for the multiple miseries afflicting the whole modern world. Disagreements 
between nations are not really and radically healed; on the contrary, they spread the infection to 
other parts of the earth. New approaches based on reformed attitudes must be taken to remove this 
trap and to emancipate the world from its crushing anxiety through the restoration of genuine peace.

Therefore, we say it again: the arms race is an utterly treacherous trap for humanity, and one which 
ensnares the poor to an intolerable degree. It is much to be feared that if this race persists, it will 
eventually spawn all the lethal ruin whose path it is now making ready. Warned by the calamities 
which the human race has made possible, let us make use of the interlude granted us from above 
and for which we are thankful to become more conscious of our own responsibility and to find 
means for resolving our disputes in a manner more worthy of man. Divine Providence urgently 
demands of us that we free ourselves from the age-old slavery of war. If we refuse to make this 
effort, we do not know where we will be led by the evil road we have set upon.

It is our clear duty, therefore, to strain every muscle in working for the time when all war can be 
completely outlawed by international consent. This goal undoubtedly requires the establishment of 
some universal public authority acknowledged as such by all and endowed with the power to 
safeguard on the behalf of all, security, regard for justice, and respect for rights. But before this 
hoped for authority can be set up, the highest existing international centers must devote themselves 
vigorously to the pursuit of better means for obtaining common security. Since peace must be born 
of mutual trust between nations and not be imposed on them through a fear of the available 
weapons, everyone must labor to put an end at last to the arms race, and to make a true beginning of 
disarmament, not unilaterally indeed, but proceeding at an equal pace according to agreement, and 
backed up by true and workable safeguards.(3)

82. In the meantime, efforts which have already been made and are still underway to eliminate the 
danger of war are not to be underrated. On the contrary, support should be given to the good will of 
the very many leaders who work hard to do away with war, which they abominate. These men, 
although burdened by the extremely weighty preoccupations of their high office, are nonetheless 
moved by the very grave peacemaking task to which they are bound, even if they cannot ignore the 
complexity of matters as they stand. We should fervently ask God to give these men the strength to 
go forward perseveringly and to follow through courageously on this work of building peace with 
vigor. It is a work of supreme love for mankind. Today it certainly demands that they extend their 
thoughts and their spirit beyond the confines of their own nation, that they put aside national 
selfishness and ambition to dominate other nations, and that they nourish a profound reverence for 
the whole of humanity, which is already making its way so laboriously toward greater unity.

The problems of peace and of disarmament have already been the subject of extensive, strenuous 
and constant examination. Together with international meetings dealing with these problems, such 
studies should be regarded as the first steps toward solving these serious questions, and should be 
promoted with even greater urgency by way of yielding concrete results in the future.

Nevertheless, men should take heed not to entrust themselves only to the efforts of some, while not 
caring about their own attitudes. For government officials who must at one and the same time 
guarantee the good of their own people and promote the universal good are very greatly dependent 
on public opinion and feeling. It does them no good to work for peace as long as feelings of 
hostility, contempt and distrust, as well as racial hatred and unbending ideologies, continue to 
divide men and place them in opposing camps. Consequently there is above all a pressing need for a 
renewed education of attitudes and for new inspiration in public opinion. Those who are dedicated 
to the work of education, particularly of the young, or who mold public opinion, should consider it 
their most weighty task to instruct all in fresh sentiments of peace. Indeed, we all need a change of 



heart as we regard the entire world and those tasks which we can perform in unison for the 
betterment of our race.

But we should not let false hope deceive us. For unless enmities and hatred are put away and firm, 
honest agreements concerning world peace are reached in the future, humanity, which already is in 
the middle of a grave crisis, even though it is endowed with remarkable knowledge, will perhaps be 
brought to that dismal hour in which it will experience no peace other than the dreadful peace of 
death. But, while we say this, the Church of Christ, present in the midst of the anxiety of this age, 
does not cease to hope most firmly. She intends to propose to our age over and over again, in season 
and out of season, this apostolic message: "Behold, now is the acceptable time for a change of heart; 
behold! now is the day of salvation."(4) 

SECTION II 
Setting Up An International Community 
83. In order to build up peace above all the causes of discord among men, especially injustice, 
which foment wars must be rooted out. Not a few of these causes come from excessive economic 
inequalities and from putting off the steps needed to remedy them. Other causes of discord, 
however, have their source in the desire to dominate and in a contempt for persons. And, if we look 
for deeper causes, we find them in human envy, distrust, pride, and other egotistical passions. Man 
cannot bear so many ruptures in the harmony of things. Consequently, the world is constantly beset 
by strife and violence between men, even when no war is being waged. Besides, since these same 
evils are present in the relations between various nations as well, in order to overcome or forestall 
them and to keep violence once unleashed within limits it is absolutely necessary for countries to 
cooperate more advantageously and more closely together and to organize together international 
bodies and to work tirelessly for the creation of organizations which will foster peace.

84. In view of the increasingly close ties of mutual dependence today between all the inhabitants 
and peoples of the earth, the apt pursuit and efficacious attainment of the universal common good 
now require of the community of nations that it organize itself in a manner suited to its present 
responsibilities, especially toward the many parts of the world which are still suffering from 
unbearable want.

To reach this goal, organizations of the international community, for their part, must make 
provision for men's different needs, both in the fields of social life-such as food supplies, health, 
education, labor and also in certain special circumstances which can crop up here and there, e.g., the 
need to promote the general improvement of developing countries, or to alleviate the distressing 
conditions in which refugees dispersed throughout the world find themselves, or also to assist 
migrants and their families.

Already existing international and regional organizations are certainly well-deserving of the human 
race. These are the first efforts at laying the foundations on an international level for a community 
of all men to work for the solution to the serious problems of our times, to encourage progress 
everywhere, and to obviate wars of whatever kind. In all of these activities the Church takes joy in 
the spirit of true brotherhood flourishing between Christians and non-Christians as it strives to make 
ever more strenuous efforts to relieve abundant misery.

85. The present solidarity of mankind also calls for a revival of greater international cooperation in 
the economic field. Although nearly all peoples have become autonomous, they are far from being 
free of every form of undue dependence, and far from escaping all danger of serious internal 
difficulties.

The development of a nation depends on human and financial aids. The citizens of each country 
must be prepared by education and professional training to discharge the various tasks of economic 
and social life. But this in turn requires the aid of foreign specialists who, when they give aid, will 
not act as overlords, but as helpers and fellow-workers. Developing nations will not be able to 
procure material assistance unless radical changes are made in the established procedures of modern 



world commerce. Other aid should be provided as well by advanced nations in the form of gifts, 
loans or financial investments. Such help should be accorded with generosity and without greed on 
the one side, and received with complete honesty on the other side.

If an authentic economic order is to be established on a world-wide basis, an end will have to be put 
to profiteering, to national ambitions, to the appetite for political supremacy, to militaristic 
calculations, and to machinations for the sake of spreading and imposing ideologies.

86. The following norms seem useful for such cooperation:

a) Developing nations should take great pains to seek as the object for progress to express and 
secure the total human fulfillment of their citizens. They should bear in mind that progress arises 
and grows above all out of the labor and genius of the nations themselves because it has to be based, 
not only on foreign aid, but especially on the full utilization of their own resources, and on the 
development of their own culture and traditions. Those who exert the greatest influence on others 
should be outstanding in this respect.

b) On the other hand, it is a very important duty of the advanced nations to help the developing 
nations in discharging their above-mentioned responsibilities. They should therefore gladly carry 
out on their own home front those spiritual and material readjustments that are required for the 
realization of this universal cooperation.

Consequently, in business dealings with weaker and poorer nations, they should be careful to 
respect their profit, for these countries need the income they receive on the sale of their homemade 
products to support themselves.

c) It is the role of the international community to coordinate and promote development, but in such 
a way that the resources earmarked for this purpose will be allocated as effectively as possible, and 
with complete equity. It is likewise this community's duty, with due regard for the principle of 
subsidiarity, so to regulate economic relations throughout the world that these will be carried out in 
accordance with the norms of justice.

Suitable organizations should be set up to foster and regulate international business affairs, 
particularly with the underdeveloped countries, and to compensate for losses resulting from an 
excessive inequality of power among the various nations. This type of organization, in unison with 
technical cultural and financial aid, should provide the help which developing nations need so that 
they can advantageously pursue their own economic advancement.

d) In many cases there is an urgent need to revamp economic and social structures. But one must 
guard against proposals of technical solutions that are untimely. This is particularly true of those 
solutions providing man with material conveniences, but nevertheless contrary to man's spiritual 
nature and advancement. For "not by bread alone does man live, but by every word which proceeds 
from the mouth of God" (Matt. 4:4). Every sector of the family of man carries within itself and in its 
best traditions some portion of the spiritual treasure entrusted by God to humanity, even though 
many may not be aware of the source from which it comes.

87. International cooperation is needed today especially for those peoples who, besides facing so 
many other difficulties, likewise undergo pressures due to a rapid increase in population. There is 
an urgent need to explore, with the full and intense cooperation of all, and especially of the 
wealthier nations, ways whereby the human necessities of food and a suitable education can be 
furnished and shared with the entire human community. But some peoples could greatly improve 
upon the conditions of their life if they would change over from antiquated methods of farming to 
the new technical methods, applying them with needed prudence according to their own 
circumstances. Their life would likewise be improved by the establishment of a better social order 
and by a fairer system for the distribution of land ownership.

Governments undoubtedly have rights and duties, within the limits of their proper competency, 
regarding the population problem in their respective countries, for instance, in the line of social and 



family life legislation, or regarding the migration of country-dwellers to the cities, or with respect to 
information concerning the condition and needs of the country. Since men today are giving thought 
to this problem and are so greatly disturbed over it, it is desirable in addition that Catholic 
specialists, especially in the universities, skillfully pursue and develop studies and projects on all 
these matters.

But there are many today who maintain that the increase in world population, or at least the 
population increase in some countries, must be radically curbed by every means possible and by any 
kind of intervention on the part of public authority. In view of this contention, the council urges 
everyone to guard against solutions, whether publicly or privately supported, or at times even 
imposed, which are contrary to the moral law. For in keeping with man's inalienable right to marry 
and generate children, a decision concerning the number of children they will have depends on the 
right judgment of the parents and it cannot in any way be left to the judgment of public authority. 
But since the judgment of the parents presupposes a rightly formed conscience, it is of the utmost 
importance that the way be open for everyone to develop a correct and genuinely human 
responsibility which respects the divine law and takes into consideration the circumstances of the 
situation and the time. But sometimes this requires an improvement in educational and social 
conditions, and, above all, formation in religion or at least a complete moral training. Men should 
discreetly be informed, furthermore, of scientific advances in exploring methods whereby spouses 
can be helped in regulating the number of their children and whose safeness has been well proven 
and whose harmony with the moral order has been ascertained.

88. Christians should cooperate willingly and wholeheartedly in establishing an international order 
that includes a genuine respect for all freedoms and amicable brotherhood between all. This is all 
the more pressing since the greater part of the world is still suffering from so much poverty that it is 
as if Christ Himself were crying out in these poor to beg the charity of the disciples. Do not let men, 
then, be scandalized because some countries with a majority of citizens who are counted as 
Christians have an abundance of wealth, whereas others are deprived of the necessities of life and 
are tormented with hunger, disease, and every kind of misery. The spirit of poverty and charity are 
the glory and witness of the Church of Christ.

Those Christians are to be praised and supported, therefore, who volunteer their services to help 
other men and nations. Indeed, it is the duty of the whole People of God, following the word and 
example of the bishops, to alleviate as far as they are able the sufferings of the modern age. They 
should do this too, as was the ancient custom in the Church, out of the substance of their goods, and 
not only out of what is superfluous.

The procedure of collecting and distributing aids, without being inflexible and completely uniform, 
should nevertheless be carried on in an orderly fashion in dioceses, nations, and throughout the 
entire world. Wherever it seems convenient, this activity of Catholics should be carried on in unison 
with other Christian brothers. For the spirit of charity does not forbid, but on the contrary 
commands that charitable activity be carried out in a careful and orderly manner. Therefore, it is 
essential for those who intend to dedicate themselves to the services of the developing nations to be 
properly trained in appropriate institutes,

89. Since, in virtue of her mission received from God, the Church preaches the Gospel to all men 
and dispenses the treasures of grace, she contributes to the ensuring of peace everywhere on earth 
and to the placing of the fraternal exchange between men on solid ground by imparting knowledge 
of the divine and natural law. Therefore, to encourage and stimulate cooperation among men, the 
Church must be clearly present in the midst of the community of nations both through her official 
channels and through the full and sincere collaboration of all Christians-a collaboration motivated 
solely by the desire to be of service to all.

This will come about more effectively if the faithful themselves, conscious of their responsibility as 
men and as Christians will exert their influence in their own milieu to arouse a ready willingness to 
cooperate with the international community. Special care must be given, in both religious and civil 



education, to the formation of youth in this regard.

90. An outstanding form of international activity on the part of Christians is found in the joint 
efforts which, both as individuals and in groups, they contribute to institutes already established or 
to be established for the encouragement of cooperation among nations. There are also various 
Catholic associations on an international level which can contribute in many ways to the building 
up of a peaceful and fraternal community of nations. These should be strengthened by augmenting 
in them the number of well qualified collaborators, by increasing needed resources, and by 
advantageously fortifying the coordination of their energies. For today both effective action and the 
need for dialogue demand joint projects. Moreover, such associations contribute much to the 
development of a universal outlook-something certainly appropriate for Catholics. They also help to 
form an awareness of genuine universal solidarity and responsibility.

Finally, it is very much to be desired that Catholics, in order to fulfill their role properly in the 
international community, will seek to cooperate actively and in a positive manner both with their 
separated brothers who together with them profess the Gospel of charity and with all men thirsting 
for true peace.

The council, considering the immensity of the hardships which still afflict the greater part of 
mankind today, regards it as most opportune that an organism of the universal Church be set up in 
order that both the justice and love of Christ toward the poor might be developed everywhere. The 
role of such an organism would be to stimulate the Catholic community to promote progress in 
needy regions and international social justice.

91. Drawn from the treasures of Church teaching, the proposals of this sacred synod look to the 
assistance of every man of our time, whether he believes in God, or does not explicitly recognize 
Him. If adopted, they will promote among men a sharper insight into their full destiny, and thereby 
lead them to fashion the world more to man's surpassing dignity, to search for a brotherhood which 
is universal and more deeply rooted, and to meet the urgencies of our ages with a gallant and 
unified effort born of love.

Undeniably this conciliar program is but a general one in several of its parts; and deliberately so, 
given the immense variety of situations and forms of human culture in the world. Indeed while it 
presents teaching already accepted in the Church, the program will have to be followed up and 
amplified since it sometimes deals with matters in a constant state of development. Still, we have 
relied on the word of God and the spirit of the Gospel. Hence we entertain the hope that many of 
our proposals will prove to be of substantial benefit to everyone, especially after they have been 
adapted to individual nations and mentalities by the faithful, under the guidance of their pastors.

92. By virtue of her mission to shed on the whole world the radiance of the Gospel message, and to 
unify under one Spirit all men of whatever nation, race or culture, the Church stands forth as a sign 
of that brotherhood which allows honest dialogue and gives it vigor.

Such a mission requires in the first place that we foster within the Church herself mutual esteem, 
reverence and harmony, through the full recognition of lawful diversity. Thus all those who 
compose the one People of God, both pastors and the general faithful, can engage in dialogue with 
ever abounding fruitfulness. For the bonds which unite the faithful are mightier than anything 
dividing them. Hence, let there be unity in what is necessary; freedom in what is unsettled, and 
charity in any case.

Our hearts embrace also those brothers and communities not yet living with us in full communion; 
to them we are linked nonetheless by our profession of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
and by the bond of charity. We do not forget that the unity of Christians is today awaited and 
desired by many, too, who do not believe in Christ; for the farther it advances toward truth and love 
under the powerful impulse of the Holy Spirit, the more this unity will be a harbinger of unity and 
peace for the world at large. Therefore, by common effort and in ways which are today increasingly 
appropriate for seeking this splendid goal effectively, let us take pains to pattern ourselves after the 



Gospel more exactly every day, and thus work as brothers in rendering service to the human family. 
For, in Christ Jesus this family is called to the family of the sons of God.

We think cordially too of all who acknowledge God, and who preserve in their traditions precious 
elements of religion and humanity. We want frank conversation to compel us all to receive the 
impulses of the Spirit faithfully and to act on them energetically.

For our part, the desire for such dialogue, which can lead to truth through love alone, excludes no 
one, though an appropriate measure of prudence must undoubtedly be exercised. We include those 
who cultivate outstanding qualities of the human spirit, but do not yet acknowledge the Source of 
these qualities. We include those who oppress the Church and harass her in manifold ways. Since 
God the Father is the origin and purpose of all men, we are all called to be brothers. Therefore, if 
we have been summoned to the same destiny, human and divine, we can and we should work 
together without violence and deceit in order to build up the world in genuine peace.

93. Mindful of the Lord's saying: "by this will all men know that you are my disciples, if you have 
love for one another" (John 13:35), Christians cannot yearn for anything more ardently than to serve 
the men of the modern world with mounting generosity and success. Therefore, by holding 
faithfully to the Gospel and benefiting from its resources, by joining with every man who loves and 
practices justice, Christians have shouldered a gigantic task for fulfillment in this world, a task 
concerning which they must give a reckoning to to Him who will judge every man on the last of 
days.

Not everyone who cries, "Lord, Lord," will enter into the kingdom of heaven, but those who do the 
Father's will by taking a strong grip on the work at hand. Now, the Father wills that in all men we 
recognize Christ our brother and love Him effectively, in word and in deed. By thus giving witness 
to the truth, we will share with others the mystery of the heavenly Father's love. As a consequence, 
men throughout the world will be aroused to a lively hope-the gift of the Holy Spirit-that some day 
at last they will be caught up in peace and utter happiness in that fatherland radiant with the glory of 
the Lord.

Now to Him who is able to accomplish all things in a measure far beyond what we ask or conceive, 
in keeping with the power that is at work in us-to Him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus, 
down through all the ages of time without end. Amen. (Eph. 3:20-21).

NOTES
Preface

1. The Pastoral Constitution "De Ecclesia in Mundo Huius Temporis" is made up of two parts; yet it 
constitutes an organic unity. By way of explanation: the constitution is called "pastoral" because, 
while resting on doctrinal principles, it seeks to express the relation of the Church to the world and 
modern mankind. The result is that, on the one hand, a pastoral slant is present in the first part, and, 
on the other hand, a doctrinal slant is present in the second part. In the first part, the Church 
develops her teaching on man, on the world which is the enveloping context of man's existence, and 
on man's relations to his fellow men. In part two, the Church gives closer consideration to various 
aspects of modern life and human society; special consideration is given to those questions and 
problems which, in this general area, seem to have a greater urgency in our day. As a result in part 
two the subject matter which is viewed in the light of doctrinal principles is made up of diverse 
elements. Some elements have a permanent value; others, only a transitory one. Consequently, the 
constitution must be interpreted according to the general norms of theological interpretation. 
Interpreters must bear in mind-especially in part two-the changeable circumstances which the 
subject matter, by its very nature, involves.

2. Cf. John 18:37; Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45.
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1. Among the wonderful technological discoveries which men of talent, especially in the present 
era, have made with God's help, the Church welcomes and promotes with special interest those 
which have a most direct relation to men's minds and which have uncovered new avenues of 
communicating most readily news, views and teachings of every sort. The most important of these 
inventions are those media which, such as the press, movies, radio, television and the like, can, of 
their very nature, reach and influence, not only individuals, but the very masses and the whole of 
human society, and thus can rightly be called the media of social communication. 

2. The Church recognizes that these media, if properly utilized, can be of great service to mankind, 
since they greatly contribute to men's entertainment and instruction as well as to the spread and 
support of the Kingdom of God. The Church recognizes, too, that men can employ these media 
contrary to the plan of the Creator and to their own loss. Indeed, the Church experiences maternal 
grief at the harm all too often done to society by their evil use. Hence, this sacred Synod, attentive 
to the watchful concern manifested by the Supreme Pontiffs and Bishops in a matter of such great 
importance, judges it to be its duty to treat of the principal questions linked with the media of social 
communication. It trusts, moreover, that the teaching and regulations it thus sets forth will serve to 
promote, not only the eternal welfare of Christians, but also the progress of all mankind. 

CHAPTER I 
ON THE TEACHING OF THE CHURCH 

3. The Catholic Church, since it was founded by Christ our Lord to bear salvation to all men and 
thus is obliged to preach the Gospel, considers it one of its duties to announce the Good News of 
salvation also with the help of the media of social communication and to instruct men in their 
proper use. 

It is, therefore, an inherent right of the Church to have at its disposal and to employ any of these 
media insofar as they are necessary or useful for the instruction of Christians and all its efforts for 
the welfare of souls. It is the duty of Pastors to instruct and guide the faithful so that they, with the 
help of these same media, may further the salvation and perfection of themselves and of the entire 
human family. In addition, the laity especially must strive to instill a human and Christian spirit into 
these media, so that they may fully measure up to the great expectations of mankind and to God's 
design. 

4. For the proper use of these media it is most necessary that all who employ them be acquainted 
with the norms of morality and conscientiously put them into practice in this area. They must look, 
then, to the nature of what is communicated, given the special character of each of these media. At 
the same time they must take into consideration the entire situation or circumstances, namely, the 
persons, place, time and other conditions under which communication takes place and which can 
affect or totally change its propriety. Among these circumstances to be considered is the precise 
manner in which a given medium achieves its effect. For its influence can be so great that men, 
especially if they are unprepared, can scarcely become aware of it, govern its impact, or, if 
necessary, reject it. 

5. It is, however, especially necessary that all parties concerned should adopt for themselves a 
proper moral outlook on the use of these media, especially with respect to certain questions that 
have been vigorously aired in our day. 

The first question has to do with "information," as it is called, or the search for and reporting of the 
news. Now clearly this has become most useful and very often necessary for the progress of 
contemporary society and for achieving closer links among men. The prompt publication of affairs 
and events provides every individual with a fuller, continuing acquaintance with them, and thus all 
can contribute more effectively to the common good and more readily promote and advance the 
welfare of the entire civil society. Therefore, in society men have a right to information, in accord 
with the circumstances in each case, about matters concerning individuals or the community. The 
proper exercise of this right demands, however, that the news itself that is communicated should 



always be true and complete, within the bounds of justice and charity. In addition, the manner in 
which the news is communicated should be proper and decent. This means that in both the search 
for news and in reporting it, there must be full respect for the laws of morality and for the legitimate 
rights and dignity of the individual. For not all knowledge is helpful, but "it is charity that 
edifies."(1) 

6. The second question deals with the relationship between the rights, as they are called, of art and 
the norms of morality. Since the mounting controversies in this area frequently take their rise from 
false teachings about ethics and esthetics, the Council proclaims that all must hold to the absolute 
primacy of the objective moral order, that is, this order by itself surpasses and fittingly coordinates 
all other spheres of human affairs-the arts not excepted-even though they be endowed with notable 
dignity. For man who is endowed by God with the gift of reason and summoned to pursue a lofty 
destiny, is alone affected by the moral order in his entire being. And likewise, if man resolutely and 
faithfully upholds this order, he will be brought to the attainment of complete perfection and 
happiness. 

7. Finally, the narration, description or portrayal of moral evil, even through the media of social 
communication, can indeed serve to bring about a deeper knowledge and study of humanity and, 
with the aid of appropriately heightened dramatic effects, can reveal and glorify the grand 
dimensions of truth and goodness. Nevertheless, such presentations ought always to be subject to 
moral restraint, lest they work to the harm rather than the benefit of souls, particularly when there is 
question of treating matters which deserve reverent handling or which, given the baneful effect of 
original sin in men, could quite readily arouse base desires in them. 

8. Since public opinion exercises the greatest power and authority today in every sphere of life, both 
private and public, every member of society must fulfill the demands of justice and charity in this 
area. As a result, all must strive, through these media as well, to form and spread sound public 
opinion. 

9. All who, of their own free choice, make use of these media of communications as readers, 
viewers or listeners have special obligations. For a proper choice demands that they fully favor 
those presentations that are outstanding for their moral goodness, their knowledge and their artistic 
or technical merit. They ought, however, to void those that may be a cause or occasion of spiritual 
harm to themselves, or that can lead others into danger through base example, or that hinder 
desirable presentations and promote those that are evil. To patronize such presentations, in most 
instances, would merely reward those who use these media only for profit. 

In order that those who make use of these media may fulfill the moral code, they ought not to 
neglect to inform themselves in time about judgments passed by authorities competent in these 
matters. They ought also to follow such judgments according to the norms of an upright conscience. 
So that they may more easily resist improper inducements and rather encourage those that are 
desirable, let them take care to guide and instruct their consciences with suitable aids. 

10. Those who make use of the media of communications, especially the young, should take steps 
to accustom themselves to moderation and self-control in their regard. They should, moreover, 
endeavor to deepen their understanding of what they see, hear or read. They should discuss these 
matters with their teachers and experts, and learn to pass sound judgements on them. Parents should 
remember that they have a most serious duty to guard carefully lest shows, publications and other 
things of this sort, which may be morally harmful, enter their homes or affect their children under 
other circumstances. 

11. The principle moral responsibility for the proper use of the media of social communication falls 
on newsmen, writers, actors, designers, producers, displayers, distributors, operators and sellers, as 
well as critic and all others who play any part in the production and transmission of mass 
presentations. It is quite evident what gravely important responsibilities they have in the present day 
when they are in a position to lead the human race to good or to evil by informing or arousing 



mankind. 

Thus, they must adjust their economic, political or artistic and technical aspects so as never to 
oppose the common good. For the purpose of better achieving this goal, they are to be commended 
when they join professional associations, which-even under a code, if necessary, of sound moral 
practice-oblige their members to show respect for morality in the duties and tasks of their craft. 

They ought always to be mindful, however, that a great many of their readers and audiences are 
young people, who need a press and entertainment that offer them decent amusement and cultural 
uplift. In addition, they should see to it that communications or presentations concerning religious 
matters are entrusted to worthy and experienced hands and are carried out with fitting reverence. 

12. The public authority, in these matters, is bound by special responsibilities in view of the 
common good, to which these media are ordered. The same authority has, in virtue of its office, the 
duty of protecting and safeguarding true and just freedom of information, a freedom that is totally 
necessary for the welfare of contemporary society, especially when it is a question of freedom of 
the press. It ought also to encourage spiritual values, culture and the fine arts and guarantee the 
rights of those who wish to use the media. Moreover, public authority has the duty of helping those 
projects which, though they are certainly most beneficial for young people, cannot otherwise be 
undertaken. 

Lastly, the same public authority, which legitimately concerns itself with the health of the citizenry, 
is obliged, through the promulgation and careful enforcement of laws, to exercise a fitting and 
careful watch lest grave damage befall public morals and the welfare of society through the base use 
of these media. Such vigilance in no wise restricts the freedom of individuals or groups, especially 
where there is a lack of adequate precaution on the part of those who are professionally engaged in 
using these media. 

Special care should be taken to safeguard young people from printed matter and performances 
which may be harmful at their age. 

CHAPTER II 

ON THE PASTORAL ACTIVITY OF THE CHURCH
13. All the children of the Church should join, without delay and with the greatest effort in a 
common work to make effective use of the media of social communication in various apostolic 
endeavors, as circumstances and conditions demand. They should anticipate harmful developments, 
especially in regions where more urgent efforts to advance morality and religion are needed. 

Pastors should hasten, therefore, to fulfill their duty in this respect, one which is intimately linked 
with their ordinary preaching responsibility. The laity, too, who have something to do with the use 
of these media, should endeavor to bear witness to Christ, first of all by carrying out their individual 
duties or office expertly and with an apostolic spirit, and, further, by being of direct help in the 
pastoral activity of the Church-to the best of their ability-through their technical, economic, cultural 
and artistic talents. 

14. First, a good press should be fostered. To instill a fully Christian spirit into readers, a truly 
Catholic press should be set up and encouraged. Such a press-whether immediately fostered and 
directed by ecclesiastical authorities or by Catholic laymen-should be edited with the clear purpose 
of forming, supporting and advancing public opinion in accord with natural law and Catholic 
teaching and precepts. It should disseminate and properly explain news concerning the life of the 
Church. Moreover, the faithful ought to be advised of the necessity both to spread and read the 
Catholic press to formulate Christian judgments for themselves on all events. 

The production and showing of films that have value as decent entertainment, humane culture or 
art, especially when they are designed for young people, ought to be encouraged and assured by 
every effective means. This can be done particularly by supporting and joining in projects and 
enterprises for the production and distribution of decent films, by encouraging worthwhile films 



through critical approval and awards, by patronizing or jointly sponsoring theaters operated by 
Catholic and responsible managers. 

Similarly, effective support should be given to good radio and television programs, above all those 
that are suitable for families. Catholic programs should be promoted, in which listeners and viewers 
can be brought to share in the life of the Church and learn religious truths. An effort should also be 
made, where it may be necessary, to set up Catholic stations. In such instances, however, care must 
be taken that their programs are outstanding for their standards of excellence and achievement. 

In addition, there should be an effort to see that the noble and ancient art of the drama, which now is 
diffused everywhere by the media of social communication, serves the cultural and moral 
betterment of audiences. 

15. To provide for the needs just set forth, priests, religious and laymen who are equipped with the 
proper skills for adapting these media to the objectives of the apostolate should be appointed 
promptly. 

Importantly, laymen ought to be afforded technical, doctrinal and moral training. For this purpose, 
the number of school faculties and institutes should be increased, where newsmen, writers for 
screen, radio and television and all other interested parties can obtain a sound training that is 
imbued with the Christian spirit, especially with respect to the social teaching of the Church. 

Finally, care must be taken to prepare literary, film, radio, television and other critics, who will be 
equipped with the best skills in their own crafts and trained and encouraged to render judgments 
which always put moral issues in their proper light. 

16. Since the proper use of the media of social communications which are available to audiences of 
different cultural backgrounds and ages, calls for instruction proper to their needs, programs which 
are suitable for the purpose-especially where they are designed for young people-should be 
encouraged, increased in numbers and organized according to Christian moral principles. This 
should be done in Catholic schools at every level, in seminaries and in lay apostolate groups. To 
speed this along catechetical manuals should present and explain Catholic teaching and regulations 
on this matter. 

17. It is quite unbecoming for the Church's children idly to permit the message of salvation to be 
thwarted or impeded by the technical delays or expenses, however vast, which are encountered by 
the very nature of these media. Therefore, this sacred Synod advises them of the obligation they 
have to maintain and assist Catholic newspapers, periodicals and film projects, radio and television 
programs and stations, whose principal objective is to spread and defend the truth and foster 
Christian influence in human society. At the same time, the Synod earnestly invites those 
organizations and individuals who possess financial and technical ability to support these media 
freely and generously with their resources and their skills, inasmuch as they contribute to genuine 
culture and the apostolate. 

18. Moreover, that the varied apostolates of the Church with respect to the media of social 
communication may be strengthened effectively, each year in every diocese of the world, by the 
determination of the Bishops, there should be celebrated a day on which the faithful are instructed 
in their responsibilities in this regard. They should be invited to pray and contribute funds for this 
cause. Such funds are to be expended exclusively on the promotion, maintenance and development 
of institutes and undertakings of the Church in this area, according to the needs of the whole 
Catholic world. 

19. In fulfilling his supreme pastoral charge with respect to the media of social communication, the 
Sovereign Pontiff has at hand a special office of the Holy See. Moreover, the Fathers of the 
Council, freely acceding to the wish of the "Secretariat for the Supervision of Publications and 
Entertainment," reverently request that the Sovereign Pontiff extend the duties and competence of 
this office to include all media of social communication, including the press, and that experts from 



various countries be named to it, including laymen. 

20. It will be the task of the Bishops, however, to watch over such works and undertakings in their 
own dioceses, to promote them and, as far as the public apostolate is concerned, to guide them, not 
excluding those that are under the direction of exempt religious. 

21. Since an effective apostolate on a national scale calls for unity of planning and resources, this 
sacred Synod decrees and orders that national offices for affairs of the press, films, radio and 
television be established everywhere and given every aid. It will be the special task of these offices 
to see to it that the consciences of the faithful are properly instructed with respect to these media. 
Likewise they should foster and guide whatever is done by Catholics in these areas. 

In each country the direction of such offices should be entrusted to a special committee of Bishops, 
or to a single Bishop. Moreover, laymen who are experts in Catholic teaching and in these arts or 
techniques should have a role in these offices. 

22. Since the effectiveness of these media reaches beyond national boundaries and has an impact on 
individual members of the whole human family, national offices should co-operate among 
themselves on an international plane. The offices spoken of in Number 21 should assiduously work 
together with their own international Catholic associations. These Catholic international 
associations are legitimately approved by the Holy See alone and depend on it. 

APPENDICES 
23. So that the general principles and norms of this sacred Synod with respect to the media of social 
communications may be put into effect, by the express will of the Council, the office of the Holy 
See mentioned in Number 19 should undertake, with the assistance of experts from various 
countries, to issue a pastoral instruction. 

24. As for the rest, this sacred Synod is confident that its issuance of these instructions and norms 
will be gladly accepted and religiously kept by all the Church's children. By using these helps they 
will experience no harm and, like salt and light, they will give savor to the earth and brighten the 
world. Moreover, the Synod invites all men of good will, especially those who have charge of these 
media, to strive to turn them solely to the good of society, whose fate depends more and more on 
their proper use. Thus, as was the case with ancient works of art, the name of the Lord may be 
glorified by these new discoveries in accordance with those words of the Apostle: "Jesus Christ, 
yesterday and today, and the same forever."(2) 

NOTES 

(1) Corinthians 8:1. 

(2) Hebrews 13:8.

DOGMATIC CONSTITUTION ON THE CHURCH 
LUMEN GENTIUM

SOLEMNLY PROMULGATED BY HOLINESS
POPE PAUL VI

ON NOVEMBER 21, 1964 

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 village 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 life an 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 selfsacrifice. 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. 

CHAPTER II 
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 be 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 arc 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 it is 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 Almighty 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 Mohamedans, 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 
I do 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. 

CHAPTER III 
ON THE HIERARCHICAL STRUCTURE OF THE CHURCH AND IN PARTICULAR ON 

THE EPISCOPATE 
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 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 ln 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 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.

23. This collegial union is apparent also m 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 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*)

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*)

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, 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 be 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 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. It may also be 
conferred upon suitable young men, for whom the law of celibacy must remain intact. 

CHAPTER IV 
THE LAITY 

30. Having set forth the functions of the hierarchy, the Sacred Council gladly turns its attention. to 
the state of those faithful called the laity. Everything that has been said above concerning the People 
of God is intended for the laity, religious and clergy alike. But there are certain things which pertain 
in a special way to the laity, both men and women, by reason of their condition and mission. Due to 
the special circumstances of our time the foundations of this doctrine must be more thoroughly 
examined. For their pastors know how much the laity contribute to the welfare of the entire Church. 
They also know that they were not ordained by Christ to take upon themselves alone the entire 
salvific mission of the Church toward the world. On the contrary they understand that it is their 
noble duty to shepherd the faithful and to recognize their miniseries and charisms, so that all 
according to their proper roles may cooperate in this common undertaking with one mind. For we 
must all "practice the truth in love, and so grow up in all things in Him who is head, Christ. For 
from Him the whole body, being closely joined and knit together through every joint of the system, 
according to the functioning in due measure of each single part, derives its increase to the building 
up of itself in love".(190)

31. The term laity is here understood to mean all the faithful except those in holy orders and those 
in the state of religious life specially approved by the Church. These faithful are by baptism made 
one body with Christ and are constituted among the People of God; they are in their own way made 
sharers in the priestly, prophetical, and kingly functions of Christ; and they carry out for their own 
part the mission of the whole Christian people in the Church and in the world.

What specifically characterizes the laity is their secular nature. It is true that those in holy orders 
can at times be engaged in secular activities, and even have a secular profession. But they are by 
reason of their particular vocation especially and professedly ordained to the sacred ministry. 
Similarly, by their state in life, religious give splendid and striking testimony that the world cannot 
be transformed and offered to God without the spirit of the beatitudes. But the laity, by their very 



vocation, seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according 
to the plan of God. They live in the world, that is, in each and in all of the secular professions and 
occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the very 
web of their existence is woven. They are called there by God that by exercising their proper 
function and led by the spirit of the Gospel they may work for the sanctification of the world from 
within as a leaven. In this way they may make Christ known to others, especially by the testimony 
of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity. Therefore, since they are tightly bound up in all 
types of temporal affairs it is their special task to order and to throw light upon these affairs in such 
a way that they may come into being and then continually increase according to Christ to the praise 
of the Creator and the Redeemer.

32. By divine institution Holy Church is ordered and governed with a wonderful diversity. "For just 
as in one body we have many members, yet all the members have not the same function, so we, the 
many, are one body in Christ, but severally members one of another".(191) Therefore, the chosen 
People of God is one: "one Lord, one faith, one baptism"(192); sharing a common dignity as 
members from their regeneration in Christ, having the same filial grace and the same vocation to 
perfection; possessing in common one salvation, one hope and one undivided charity. There is, 
therefore, in Christ and in the Church no inequality on,the basis of race or nationality, social 
condition or sex, because "there is neither Jew nor Greek: there is neither bond nor free: there is 
neither male nor female. For you are all 'one' in Christ Jesus".(193)

If therefore in the Church everyone does not proceed by the same path, nevertheless all are called to 
sanctity and have received an equal privilege of faith through the justice of God.(194) And if by the 
will of Christ some are made teachers, pastors and dispensers of mysteries on behalf of others, yet 
all share a true equality with regard to the dignity and to the activity common to all the faithful for 
the building up of the Body of Christ. For the distinction which the Lord made between sacred 
ministers and the rest of the People of God bears within it a certain union, since pastors and the 
other faithful are bound to each other by a mutual need. Pastors of the Church, following the 
example of the Lord, should minister to one another and to the other faithful. These in their turn 
should enthusiastically lend their joint assistance to their pastors and teachers. Thus in their 
diversity all bear witness to the wonderful unity in the Body of Christ. This very diversity of graces, 
ministries and works gathers the children of God into one, because "all these things are the work of 
one and the same Spirit".(195)

Therefore, from divine choice the laity have Christ for their brothers who though He is the Lord of 
all, came not to be served but to serve.(196) They also have for their brothers those in the sacred 
ministry who by teaching, by sanctifying and by ruling with the authority of Christ feed the family 
of God so that the new commandment of charity may be fulfilled by all. St. Augustine puts this very 
beautifully when he says: "What I am for you terrifies me; what I am with you consoles me. For 
you I am a bishop; but with you I am a Christian. The former is a duty; the latter a grace. The 
former is a danger; the latter, salvation" (1*).

33. The laity are gathered together in the People of God and make up the Body of Christ under one 
head. Whoever they are they are called upon, as living members, to expend all their energy for the 
growth of the Church and its continuous sanctification, since this very energy is a gift of the Creator 
and a blessing of the Redeemer.

The lay apostolate, however, is a participation in the salvific mission of the Church itself. Through 
their baptism and confirmation all are commissioned to that apostolate by the Lord Himself. 
Moreover, by the sacraments, especially holy Eucharist, that charity toward God and man which is 
the soul of the apostolate is communicated and nourished. Now the laity are called in a special way 
to make the Church present and operative in those places and circumstances where only through 
them can it become the salt of the earth (2*). Thus every layman, in virtue of the very gifts 
bestowed upon him, is at the same time a witness and a living instrument of the mission of the 
Church itself "according to the measure of Christ's bestowal".(197)



Besides this apostolate which certainly pertains to all Christians, the laity can also be called in 
various ways to a more direct form of cooperation in the apostolate of the Hierarchy (3*). This was 
the way certain men and women assisted Paul the Apostle in the Gospel, laboring much in the 
Lord.(198) Further, they have the capacity to assume from the Hierarchy certain ecclesiastical 
functions, which are to be performed for a spiritual purpose.

Upon all the laity, therefore, rests the noble duty of working to extend the divine plan of salvation 
to all men of each epoch and in every land. Consequently, may every opportunity be given them so 
that, according to their abilities and the needs of the times, they may zealously participate in the 
saving work of the Church.

34. The supreme and eternal Priest, Christ Jesus, since he wills to continue his witness and service 
also through the laity, vivifies them in this Spirit and increasingly urges them on to every good and 
perfect work.

For besides intimately linking them to His life and His mission, He also gives them a sharing in His 
priestly function of offering spiritual worship for the glory of God and the salvation of men. For this 
reason the laity, dedicated to Christ and anointed by the Holy Spirit, are marvelously called and 
wonderfully prepared so that ever more abundant fruits of the Spirit may be produced in them. For 
all their works, prayers and apostolic endeavors, their ordinary married and family life, their daily 
occupations, their physical and mental relaxation, if carried out in the Spirit, and even the hardships 
of life, if patiently borne-all these become "spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ".(199) Together with the offering of the Lord's body, they are most fittingly offered in the 
celebration of the Eucharist. Thus, as those everywhere who adore in holy activity, the laity 
consecrate the world itself to God.

35. Christ, the great Prophet, who proclaimed the Kingdom of His Father both by the testimony of 
His life and the power of His words, continually fulfills His prophetic office until the complete 
manifestation of glory. He does this not only through the hierarchy who teach in His name and with 
His authority, but also through the laity whom He made His witnesses and to whom He gave 
understanding of the faith (sensu fidei) and an attractiveness in speech(200) so that the power of the 
Gospel might shine forth in their daily social and family life. They conduct themselves as children 
of the promise, and thus strong in faith and in hope they make the most of the present,(201) and 
with patience await the glory that is to come.(202) Let them not, then, hide this hope in the depths 
of their hearts, but even in the program of their secular life let them express it by a continual 
conversion and by wrestling "against the world-rulers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of 
wickedness.(203)

Just as the sacraments of the New Law, by which the life and the apostolate of the faithful are 
nourished, prefigure a new heaven and a new earth,(204) so too the laity go forth as powerful 
proclaimers of a faith in things to be hoped for,(205) when they courageously join to their 
profession of faith a life springing from faith. This evangelization, that is, this announcing of Christ 
by a living testimony as well as by the spoken word, takes on a specific quality and a special force 
in that it is carried out in the ordinary surroundings of the world.

In connection with the prophetic function, that state of life which is sanctified by a special 
sacrament obviously of great importance, namely, married and family life. For where Christianity 
pervades the entire mode of family life, ala gradually transforms it, one will find there both the 
practice and an excellent school of the lay apostolate. In such a home husbands and wives find their 
proper vocation in being witnesses of the faith and love of Christ to one another and to their 
children. The Christian family loudly proclaims both the present virtues of the Kingdom of God and 
the hope of a blessed life to come. Thus by its example and its witness it accuses the world of sin 
and enlightens those who seek the truth.

Consequently, even when preoccupied with temporal cares, the laity can and must perform a work 
of great value for the evangelization of the world. For even if some of them have to fulfill their 



religious duties on their own, when there are no sacred ministers or in times of persecution; and 
even if many of them devote all their energies to apostolic work; still it remains for each one of 
them to cooperate in the external spread and the dynamic growth of the Kingdom of Christ in the 
world. Therefore, let the laity devotedly strive to acquire a more profound grasp of revealed truth, 
and let them insistently beg of God the gift of wisdom.

36. Christ, becoming obedient even unto death and because of this exalted by the Father,(206) 
entered into the glory of His kingdom. To Him all things are made subject until He subjects Himself 
and all created things to the Father that God may be all in all.(207) Now Christ has communicated 
this royal power to His disciples that they might be constituted in royal freedom and that by true 
penance and a holy life they might conquer the reign of sin in themselves.(208) Further, He has 
shared this power so that serving Christ in their fellow men they might by humility and patience 
lead their brethren to that King for whom to serve is to reign. But the Lord wishes to spread His 
kingdom also by means of the laity, namely, a kingdom of truth and life, a kingdom of holiness and 
grace, a kingdom of justice, love and peace (4*). In this kingdom creation itself will be delivered 
from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the sons of God.(209) Clearly then a 
great promise and a great trust is committed to the disciples: "All things are yours, and you are 
Christ's, and Christ is God's"(210)

The faithful, therefore, must learn the deepest meaning and the value of all creation, as well as its 
role in the harmonious praise of God. They must assist each other to live holier lives even in their 
daily occupations. In this way the world may be permeated by the spirit of Christ and it may more 
effectively fulfill its purpose in justice, charity and peace. The laity have the principal role in the 
overall fulfillment of this duty. Therefore, by their competence in secular training and by their 
activity, elevated from within by the grace of Christ, let them vigorously contribute their effort, so 
that created goods may be perfected by human labor, technical skill and civic culture for the benefit 
of all men according to the design of the Creator and the light of His Word. May the goods of this 
world be more equitably distributed among all men, and may they in their own way be conducive to 
universal progress in human and Christian freedom. In this manner, through the members of the 
Church, will Christ progressively illumine the whole of human society with His saving light.

Moreover, let the laity also by their combined efforts remedy the customs and conditions of the 
world, if they are an inducement to sin, so that they all may be conformed to the norms of justice 
and may favor the practice of virtue rather than hinder it. By so doing they will imbue culture and 
human activity with genuine moral values; they will better prepare the field of the world for the 
seed of the Word of God; and at the same time they will open wider the doors of the Church by 
which the message of peace may enter the world.

Because of the very economy of salvation the faithful should learn how to distinguish carefully 
between those rights and duties which are theirs as members of the Church, and those which they 
have as members of human society. Let them strive to reconcile the two, remembering that in every 
temporal affair they must be guided by a Christian conscience, since even in secular business there 
is no human activity which can be withdrawn from God's dominion. In our own time, however, it is 
most urgent that this distinction and also this harmony should shine forth more clearly than ever in 
the lives of the faithful, so that the mission of the Church may correspond more fully to the special 
conditions of the world today. For it must be admitted that the temporal sphere is governed by its 
own principles, since it is rightly concerned with the interests of this world. But that ominous 
doctrine which attempts to build a society with no regard whatever for religion, and which attacks 
and destroys the religious liberty of its citizens, is rightly to be rejected (5*).

37. The laity have the right, as do all Christians, to receive in abundance from their spiritual 
shepherds the spiritual goods of the Church, especially the assistance of the word of God and of the 
sacraments (6*). They should openly reveal to them their needs and desires with that freedom and 
confidence which is fitting for children of God and brothers in Christ. They are, by un of tho 
knowledge, competence or outstanding ability which they may enjoy, permitted and sometimes 



even obliged to express their opinion on those things which concern the good of the Church (7*). 
When occasions arise, let this be done through the organs erected by the Church for this purpose. 
Let it always be done in truth, in courage and in prudence, with reverence and charity toward those 
who by reason of their sacred office represent the person of Christ.

The laity should, as all Christians, promptly accept in Christian obedience decisions of their 
spiritual shepherds, since they are representatives of Christ as well as teachers and rulers in the 
Church. Let them follow the example of Christ, who by His obedience even unto death, opened to 
all men the blessed way of the liberty of the children of God. Nor should they omit to pray for those 
placed over them, for they keep watch as having to render an account of their souls, so that they 
may do this with joy and not with grief.(211)

Let the spiritual shepherds recognize and promote the dignity as well as the responsibility of the 
laity in the Church. Let them willingly employ their prudent advice. Let them confidently assign 
duties to them in the service of the Church, allowing them freedom and room for action. Further, let 
them encourage lay people so that they may undertake tasks on their own initiative. Attentively in 
Christ, let them consider with fatherly love the projects, suggestions and desires proposed by the 
laity.(8*) However, let the shepherds respectfully acknowledge that just freedom which belongs to 
everyone in this earthly city

A great many wonderful things are to be hoped for from this familiar dialogue between the laity and 
their spiritual leaders: in the laity a strengthened sense of personal responsibility; a renewed 
enthusiasm; a more ready application of their talents to the projects of their spiritual leaders. The 
latter, on the other hand, aided by the experience of the laity, can more clearly and more incisively 
come to decisions regarding both spiritual and temporal matters. In this way, the whole Church, 
strengthened by each one of its members, may more effectively fulfill is mission for the life of the 
world.

38. Each individual layman must stand before the world as a witness to the resurrection and life of 
the Lord Jesus and a symbol of the living God. All the laity as a community and each one according 
to his ability must nourish the world with spiritual fruits.(212) They must diffuse in the world that 
spirit which animates the poor, the meek, the peace makers-whom the Lord in the Gospel 
proclaimed as blessed.(213) In a word, "Christians must be to the world what the soul is to the 
body."(9*) 

CHAPTER V 
THE UNIVERSAL CALL TO HOLINESS IN THE CHURCH 

39. The Church, whose mystery is being set forth by this Sacred Synod, is believed to be 
indefectibly holy. Indeed Christ, the Son of God, who with the Father and the Spirit is praised as 
"uniquely holy," (1*) loved the Church as His bride, delivering Himself up for her. He did this that 
He might sanctify her.(214) He united her to Himself as His own body and brought it to perfection 
by the gift of the Holy Spirit for God's glory. Therefore in the Church, everyone whether belonging 
to the hierarchy, or being cared for by it, is called to holiness, according to the saying of the 
Apostle: "For this is the will of God, your sanctification".(215) However, this holiness of the 
Church is unceasingly manifested, and must be manifested, in the fruits of grace which the Spirit 
produces in the faithful; it is expressed in many ways in individuals, who in their walk of life, tend 
toward the perfection of charity, thus causing the edification of others; in a very special way this 
(holiness) appears in the practice of the counsels, customarily called "evangelical." This practice of 
the counsels, under the impulsion of the Holy Spirit, undertaken by many Christians, either 
privately or in a Church-approved condition or state of life, gives and must give in the world an 
outstanding witness and example of this same holiness.

40. The Lord Jesus, the divine Teacher and Model of all perfection, preached holiness of life to each 
and everyone of His disciples of every condition. He Himself stands as the author and consumator 
of this holiness of life: "Be you therefore perfect, even as your heavenly Father is perfect".(216)(2*) 



Indeed He sent the Holy Spirit upon all men that He might move them inwardly to love God with 
their whole heart and their whole soul, with all their mind and all their strength(217) and that they 
might love each other as Christ loves them.(218) The followers of Christ are called by God, not 
because of their works, but according to His own purpose and grace. They are justified in the Lord 
Jesus, because in the baptism of faith they truly become sons of God and sharers in the divine 
nature. In this way they are really made holy. Then too, by God's gift, they must hold on to and 
complete in their lives this holiness they have received. They are warned by the Apostle to live "as 
becomes saints",(219) and to put on "as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved a heart of mercy, 
kindness, humility, meekness, patience",(220) and to possess the fruit of the Spirit in holiness.(221) 
Since truly we all offend in many things (222) we all need God's mercies continually and we all 
must daily pray: "Forgive us our debts"(223)(3*)

Thus it is evident to everyone, that all the faithful of Christ of whatever rank or status, are called to 
the fullness of the Christian life and to the perfection of charity;(4*) by this holiness as such a more 
human manner of living is promoted in this earthly society. In order that the faithful may reach this 
perfection, they must use their strength accordingly as they have received it, as a gift from Christ. 
They must follow in His footsteps and conform themselves to His image seeking the will of the 
Father in all things. They must devote themselves with all their being to the glory of God and the 
service of their neighbor. In this way, the holiness of the People of God will grow into an abundant 
harvest of good, as is admirably shown by the life of so many saints in Church history.

41. The classes and duties of life are many, but holiness is one-that sanctity which is cultivated by 
all who are moved by the Spirit of God, and who obey the voice of the Father and worship God the 
Father in spirit and in truth. These people follow the poor Christ, the humble and cross-bearing 
Christ in order to be worthy of being sharers in His glory. Every person must walk unhesitatingly 
according to his own personal gifts and duties in the path of living faith, which arouses hope and 
works through charity.

In the first place, the shepherds of Christ's flock must holily and eagerly, humbly and courageously 
carry out their ministry, in imitation of the eternal high Priest, the Shepherd and Guardian of our 
souls. They ought to fulfill this duty in such a way that it will be the principal means also of their 
own sanctification. Those chosen for the fullness of the priesthood are granted the ability of 
exercising the perfect duty of pastoral charity by the grace of the sacrament of Orders. This perfect 
duty of pastoral charity (5*) is exercised in every form of episcopal care and service, prayer, 
sacrifice and preaching. By this same sacramental grace, they are given the courage necessary to lay 
down their lives for their sheep, and the ability of promoting greater holiness in the Church by their 
daily example, having become a pattern for their flock.(224)

Priests, who resemble bishops to a certain degree in their participation of the sacrament of Orders, 
form the spiritual crown of the bishops.(6*) They participate in the grace of their office and they 
should grow daily in their love of God and their neighbor by the exercise of their office through 
Christ, the eternal and unique Mediator. They should preserve the bond of priestly communion, and 
they should abound in every spiritual good and thus present to all men a living witness to God.(7*) 
All this they should do in emulation of those priests who often, down through the course of the 
centuries, left an outstanding example of the holiness of humble and hidden service. Their praise 
lives on in the Church of God. By their very office of praying and offering sacrifice for their own 
people and the entire people of God, they should rise to greater holiness. Keeping in mind what they 
are doing and imitating what they are handling,(8*) these priests, in their apostolic labors, rather 
than being ensnared by perils and hardships, should rather rise to greater holiness through these 
perils and hardships. They should ever nourish and strengthen their action from an abundance of 
contemplation, doing all this for the comfort of the entire Church of God. All priests, and especially 
those who are called "diocesan priests," due to the special title of their ordination, should keep 
continually before their minds the fact that their faithful loyalty toward and their generous 
cooperation with their bishop is of the greatest value in their growth in holiness.



Ministers of lesser rank are also sharers in the mission and grace of the Supreme Priest. In the first 
place among these ministers are deacons, who, in as much as they are dispensers of Christ's 
mysteries and servants of the Church,(9*) should keep themselves free from every vice and stand 
before men as personifications of goodness and friends of God.(225) Clerics, who are called by the 
Lord and are set aside as His portion in order to prepare themselves for the various ministerial 
offices under the watchful eye of spiritual shepherds, are bound to bring their hearts and minds into 
accord with this special election (which is theirs). They will accomplish this by their constancy in 
prayer, by their burning love, and by their unremitting recollection of whatever is true, just and of 
good repute. They will accomplish all this for the glory and honor of God. Besides these already 
named, there are also laymen, chosen of God and called by the bishop. These laymen spend 
themselves completely in apostolic labors, working the Lord's field with much success.(10*).

Furthermore, married couples and Christian parents should follow their own proper path (to 
holiness) by faithful love. They should sustain one another in grace throughout the entire length of 
their lives. They should embue their offspring, lovingly welcomed as God's gift, with Christian 
doctrine and the evangelical virtues. In this manner, they offer all men the example of unwearying 
and generous love; in this way they build up the brotherhood of charity; in so doing, they stand as 
the witnesses and cooperators in the fruitfulness of Holy Mother Church; by such lives, they are a 
sign and a participation in that very love, with which Christ loved His Bride and for which He 
delivered Himself up for her.(11*) A like example, but one given in a different way, is that offered 
by widows and single people, who are able to make great contributions toward holiness and 
apostolic endeavor in the Church. Finally, those who engage in labor-and frequently it is of a heavy 
nature- should better themselves by their human labors. They should be of aid to their fellow 
citizens. They should raise all of society, and even creation itself, to a better mode of existence. 
Indeed, they should imitate by their lively charity, in their joyous hope and by their voluntary 
sharing of each others' burdens, the very Christ who plied His hands with carpenter's tools and Who 
in union with His Father, is continually working for the salvation of all men. In this, then, their 
daily work they should climb to the heights of holiness and apostolic activity.

May all those who are weighed down with poverty, infirmity and sickness, as well as those who 
must bear various hardships or who suffer persecution for justice sake-may they all know they are 
united with the suffering Christ in a special way for the salvation of the world. The Lord called 
them blessed in His Gospel and they are those whom "the God of all graces, who has called us unto 
His eternal glory in Christ Jesus, will Himself, after we have suffered a little while, perfect, 
strengthen and establish".(226)

Finally all Christ's faithful, whatever be the conditions, duties and circumstances of their lives-and 
indeed through all these, will daily increase in holiness, if they receive all things with faith from the 
hand of their heavenly Father and if they cooperate with the divine will. In this temporal service, 
they will manifest to all men the love with which God loved the world.

42. "God is love, and he who abides in love, abides in God and God in Him".(227) But, God pours 
out his love into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, Who has been given to us;(228) thus the first 
and most necessary gift is love, by which we love God above all things and our neighbor because of 
God. Indeed, in order that love, as good seed may grow and bring forth fruit in the soul, each one of 
the faithful must willingly hear the Word of God and accept His Will, and must complete what God 
has begun by their own actions with the help of God's grace. These actions consist in the use of the 
sacraments and in a special way the Eucharist, frequent participation in the sacred action of the 
Liturgy, application of oneself to prayer, self-abnegation, lively fraternal service and the constant 
exercise of all the virtues. For charity, as the bond of perfection and the fullness of the law,(229) 
rules over all the means of attaining holiness and gives life to these same means.(12*) It is charity 
which guides us to our final end. It is the love of God and the love of one's neighbor which points 
out the true disciple of Christ.

Since Jesus, the Son of God, manifested His charity by laying down His life for us, so too no one 



has greater love than he who lays down his life for Christ and His brothers.(230) From the earliest 
times, then, some Christians have been called upon-and some will always be called upon-to give the 
supreme testimony of this love to all men, but especially to persecutors. The Church, then, 
considers martyrdom as an exceptional gift and as the fullest proof of love. By martyrdom a disciple 
is transformed into an image of his Master by freely accepting death for the salvation of the world 
-as well as his conformity to Christ in the shedding of his blood. Though few are presented such an 
opportunity, nevertheless all must be prepared to confess Christ before men. They must be prepared 
to make this profession of faith even in the midst of persecutions, which will never be lacking to the 
Church, in following the way of the cross.

Likewise, the holiness of the Church is fostered in a special way by the observance of the counsels 
proposed in the Gospel by Our Lord to His disciples.(13*) An eminent position among these is held 
by virginity or the celibate state.(231) This is a precious gift of divine grace given by the Father to 
certain souls,(232) whereby they may devote themselves to God alone the more easily, due to an 
undivided heart. (14*) This perfect continency, out of desire for the kingdom of heaven, has always 
been held in particular honor in the Church. The reason for this was and is that perfect continency 
for the love of God is an incentive to charity, and is certainly a particular source of spiritual 
fecundity in the world.

The Church continually keeps before it the warning of the Apostle which moved the faithful to 
charity, exhorting them to experience personally what Christ Jesus had known within Himself. This 
was the same Christ Jesus, who "emptied Himself, taking the nature of a slave . . . becoming 
obedient to death",(233) and because of us "being rich, he became poor".(234) Because the 
disciples must always offer an imitation of and a testimony to the charity and humility of Christ, 
Mother Church rejoices at finding within her bosom men and women who very closely follow their 
Saviour who debased Himself to our comprehension. There are some who, in their freedom as sons 
of God, renounce their own wills and take upon themselves the state of poverty. Still further, some 
become subject of their own accord to another man, in the matter of perfection for love of God. This 
is beyond the measure of the commandments, but is done in order to become more fully like the 
obedient Christ.(15*)

Therefore, all the faithful of Christ are invited to strive for the holiness and perfection of their own 
proper state. Indeed they have an obligation to so strive. Let all then have care that they guide aright 
their own deepest sentiments of soul. Let neither the use of the things of this world nor attachment 
to riches, which is against the spirit of evangelical poverty, hinder them in their quest for perfect 
love Let them heed the admonition of the Apostle to those who use this world; let them not come to 
terms with this world; for this world, as we see it, is passing away.(235)(16*) 

CHAPTER VI 
RELIGIOUS 

43. The evangelical counsels of chastity dedicated to God, poverty and obedience are based upon 
the words and examples of the Lord. They were further commanded by the apostles and Fathers of 
the Church, as well as by the doctors and pastors of souls. The counsels are a divine gift, which the 
Church received from its Lord and which it always safeguards with the help of His grace. Church 
authority has the duty, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, of interpreting these evangelical 
counsels, of regulating their practice and finally to build on them stable forms of living. Thus it has 
come about, that, as if on a tree which has grown in the field of the Lord, various forms of solidarity 
and community life, as well as various religious families have branched out in a marvelous and 
multiple way from this divinely given seed. Such a multiple and miraculous growth augments both 
the progress of the members of these various religious families themselves and the welfare of the 
entire Body of Christ.(1*) These religious families give their members the support of a more firm 
stability in their way of life and a proven doctrine of acquiring perfection. They further offer their 
members the support of fraternal association in the militia of Christ and of liberty strengthened by 
obedience. Thus these religious are able to tranquilly fulfill and faithfully observe their religious 



profession and so spiritually rejoicing make progress on the road of charity.(2*)

From the point of view of the divine and hierarchical structure of the Church, the religious state of 
life is not an intermediate state between the clerical and lay states. But, rather, the faithful of Christ 
are called by God from both these states of life so that they might enjoy this particular gift in the 
life of the Church and thus each in one's own way, may be of some advantage to the salvific 
mission of the Church.(3*)

44. The faithful of Christ bind themselves to the three aforesaid counsels either by vows, or by other 
sacred bonds, which are like vows in their purpose. By such a bond, a person is totally dedicated to 
God, loved beyond all things. In this way, that person is ordained to the honor and service of God 
under a new and special title. Indeed through Baptism a person dies to sin and is consecrated to 
God. However, in order that he may be capable of deriving more abundant fruit from this baptismal 
grace, he intends, by the profession of the evangelical counsels in the Church, to free himself from 
those obstacles, which might draw him away from the fervor of charity and the perfection of divine 
worship. By his profession of the evangelical counsels, then, he is more intimately consecrated to 
divine service.(4*) This consecration will be the more perfect, in as much as the indissoluble bond 
of the union of Christ and His bride, the Church, is represented by firm and more stable bonds.

The evangelical counsels which lead to charity (5*) join their followers to the Church and its 
mystery in a special way. Since this is so, the spiritual life of these people should then be devoted to 
the welfare of the whole Church. From this arises their duty of working to implant and strengthen 
the Kingdom of Christ in souls and to extend that Kingdom to every clime. This duty is to be 
undertaken to the extent of their capacities and in keeping with the proper type of their own 
vocation. This can be realized through prayer or active works of the apostolate. It is for this reason 
that the Church preserves and fosters the special character of her various religious institutes.

The profession of the evangelical counsels, then, appears as a sign which can and ought to attract all 
the members of the Church to an effective and prompt fulfillment of the duties of their Christian 
vocation. The people of God have no lasting city here below, but look forward to one that is to 
come. Since this is so, the religious state, whose purpose is to free its members from earthly cares, 
more fully manifests to all believers the presence of heavenly goods already possessed here below. 
Furthermore, it not only witnesses to the fact of a new and eternal life acquired by the redemption 
of Christ, but it foretells the future resurrection and the glory of the heavenly kingdom. Christ 
proposed to His disciples this form of life, which He, as the Son of God, accepted in entering this 
world to do the will of the Father. This same state of life is accurately exemplified and perpetually 
made present in the Church. The religious state clearly manifests that the Kingdom of God and its 
needs, in a very special way, are raised above all earthly considerations. Finally it clearly shows all 
men both the unsurpassed breadth of the strength of Christ the King and the infinite power of the 
Holy Spirit marvelously working in the Church.

Thus, the state which is constituted by the profession of the evangelical counsels, though it is not 
the hierarchical structure of the Church, nevertheless, undeniably belongs to its life and holiness.

45. It is the duty of the ecclesiastical hierarchy to regulate the practice of the evangelical counsels 
by law, since it is the duty of the same hierarchy to care for the People of God and to lead them to 
most fruitful pastures.(236) The importance of the profession of the evangelical counsels is seen in 
the fact that it fosters the perfection of love of God and love of neighbor in an outstanding manner 
and that this profession is strengthened by vows.(6*) Furthermore, the hierarchy, following with 
docility the prompting of the Holy Spirit, accepts the rules presented by outstanding men and 
women and authentically approves these rules after further adjustments. It also aids by its vigilant 
and safeguarding authority those institutes variously established for the building up of Christ's Body 
in order that these same institutes may grow and flourish according to the spirit of the founders.

Any institute of perfection and its individual members may be removed from the jurisdiction of the 
local Ordinaries by the Supreme Pontiff and subjected to himself alone. This is done in virtue of his 



primacy over the entire Church in order to more fully provide for the necessities of the entire flock 
of the Lord and in consideration of the common good.(7*) In like manner, these institutes may be 
left or committed to the charge of the proper patriarchical authority. The members of these 
institutes, in fulfilling their obligation to the Church due to their particular form of life, ought to 
show reverence and obedience to bishops according to the sacred canons. The bishops are owed this 
respect because of their pastoral authority in their own churches and because of the need of unity 
and harmony in the apostolate.(8*).

The Church not only raises the religious profession to the dignity of a canonical state by her 
approval, but even manifests that this profession is a state consecrated to God by the liturgical 
setting of that profession. The Church itself, by the authority given to it by God, accepts the vows of 
the newly professed. It begs aid and grace from God for them by its public prayer. It commends 
them to God, imparts a spiritual blessing on them and accompanies their self-offering by the 
Eucharistic sacrifice.

46. Religious should carefully keep before their minds the fact that the Church presents Christ to 
believers and non-believers alike in a striking manner daily through them. The Church thus portrays 
Christ in contemplation on the mountain, in His proclamation of the kingdom of God to the 
multitudes, in His healing of the sick and maimed, in His work of converting sinners to a better life, 
in His solicitude for youth and His goodness to all men, always obedient to the will of the Father 
who sent Him.(9*)

All men should take note that the profession of the evangelical counsels, though entailing the 
renunciation of certain values which are to be undoubtedly esteemed, does not detract from a 
genuine development of the human persons, but rather by its very nature is most beneficial to that 
development. Indeed the counsels, voluntarily undertaken according to each one's personal 
vocation, contribute a great deal to the purification of heart and spiritual liberty. They continually 
stir up the fervor of charity. But especially they are able to more fully mold the Christian man to 
that type of chaste and detached life, which Christ the Lord chose for Himself and which His 
Mother also embraced. This is clearly proven by the example of so many holy founders. Let no one 
think that religious have become strangers to their fellowmen or useless citizens of this earthly city 
by their consecration. For even though it sometimes happens that religious do not directly mingle 
with their contemporaries, yet in a more profound sense these same religious are united with them 
in the heart of Christ and spiritually cooperate with them. In this way the building up of the earthly 
city may have its foundation in the Lord and may tend toward Him, lest perhaps those who build 
this city shall have labored in vain. (10*)

Therefore, this Sacred Synod encourages and praises the men and women, Brothers and Sisters, 
who in monasteries, or in schools and hospitals, or in the missions, adorn the Bride of Christ by 
their unswerving and humble faithfulness in their chosen consecration and render generous services 
of all kinds to mankind.

47. Let each of the faithful called to the profession of the evangelical counsels, therefore, carefully 
see to it that he persevere and ever grow in that vocation God has given him. Let him do this for the 
increased holiness of the Church, for the greater glory of the one and undivided Trinity, which in 
and through Christ is the fount and the source of all holiness. 

CHAPTER VII 

THE ESCHATOLOGICAL NATURE OF THE PILGRIM CHURCH AND ITS UNION 
WITH THE CHURCH IN HEAVEN 

48. The Church, to which we are all called in Christ Jesus, and in which we acquire sanctity through 
the grace of God, will attain its full perfection only in the glory of heaven, when there will come the 
time of the restoration of all things.(237) At that time the human race as well as the entire world, 
which is intimately related to man and attains to its end through him, will be perfectly reestablished 
in Christ.(238)



Christ, having been lifted up from the earth has drawn all to Himself.(239) Rising from the 
dead(240) He sent His life-giving Spirit upon His disciples and through Him has established His 
Body which is the Church as the universal sacrament of salvation. Sitting at the right hand of the 
Father, He is continually active in the world that He might lead men to the Church and through it 
join them to Himself and that He might make them partakers of His glorious life by nourishing 
them with His own Body and Blood. Therefore the promised restoration which we are awaiting has 
already begun in Christ, is carried forward in the mission of the Holy Spirit and through Him 
continues in the Church in which we learn the meaning of our terrestrial life through our faith, 
while we perform with hope in the future the work committed to us in this world by the Father, and 
thus work out our salvation.(241)

Already the final age of the world has come upon us (242) and the renovation of the world is 
irrevocably decreed and is already anticipated in some kind of a real way; for the Church already on 
this earth is signed with a sanctity which is real although imperfect. However, until there shall be 
new heavens and a new earth in which justice dwells,(243) the pilgrim Church in her sacraments 
and institutions, which pertain to this present time, has the appearance of this world which is 
passing and she herself dwells among creatures who groan and travail in pain until now and await 
the revelation of the sons of God.(244)

Joined with Christ in the Church and signed with the Holy Spirit "who is the pledge of our 
inheritance",(245) truly we are called and we are sons of God(246) but we have not yet appeared 
with Christ in glory,(247) in which we shall be like to God, since we shall see Him as He is.(248) 
And therefore "while we are in the body, we are exiled from the Lord (249) and having the first-
fruits of the Spirit we groan within ourselves(250) and we desire to be with Christ"'.(251) By that 
same charity however, we are urged to live more for Him, who died for us and rose again.(252) We 
strive therefore to please God in all things(253) and we put on the armor of God, that we may be 
able to stand against the wiles of the devil and resist in the evil day.(254) Since however we know 
not the day nor the hour, on Our Lord's advice we must be constantly vigilant so that, having 
finished the course of our earthly life,(255) we may merit to enter into the marriage feast with Him 
and to be numbered among the blessed(256) and that we may not be ordered to go into eternal 
fire(257) like the wicked and slothful servant,(258) into the exterior darkness where "there will be 
the weeping and the gnashing of teeth".(259) For before we reign with Christ in glory, all of us will 
be made manifest "before the tribunal of Christ, so that each one may receive what he has won 
through the body, according to his works, whether good or evil"(260) and at the end of the world 
"they who have done good shall come forth unto resurrection of life; but those who have done evil 
unto resurrection of judgment".(261) Reckoning therefore that "the sufferings of the present time 
are not worthy to be compared with the glory to come that will be revealed in us",(262) strong in 
faith we look for the "blessed hope and the glorious coming of our great God and Saviour, Jesus 
Christ"(263) "who will refashion the body of our lowliness, conforming it to the body of His 
glory(264). and who will come "to be glorified in His saints and to be marveled at in all those who 
have believed"(265).

49. Until the Lord shall come in His majesty, and all the angels with Him (266) and death being 
destroyed, all things are subject to Him,(277) some of His disciples are exiles on earth, some having 
died are purified, and others are in glory beholding "clearly God Himself triune and one, as He 
is";(1*) but all in various ways and degrees are in communion in the same charity of God and 
neighbor and all sing the same hymn of glory to our God. For all who are in Christ, having His 
Spirit, form one Church and cleave together in Him.(268) Therefore the union of the wayfarers with 
the brethren who have gone to sleep in the peace of Christ is not in the least weakened or 
interrupted, but on the contrary, according to the perpetual faith of the Church, is strengthened by 
communication of spiritual goods.(2*) For by reason of the fact that those in heaven are more 
closely united with Christ, they establish the whole Church more firmly in holiness, lend nobility to 
the worship which the Church offers to God here on earth and in many ways contribute to its 
greater edification.(269)(3*) For after they have been received into their heavenly home and are 



present to the Lord,(270) through Him and with Him and in Him they do not cease to intercede with 
the Father for us,(4*) showing forth the merits which they won on earth through the one Mediator 
between God and man,(271) serving God in all things and filling up in their flesh those things 
which are lacking of the sufferings of Christ for His Body which is the Church.(272)(5*) Thus by 
their brotherly interest our weakness is greatly strengthened.

50. Fully conscious of this communion of the whole Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, the pilgrim 
Church from the very first ages of the Christian religion has cultivated with great piety the memory 
of the dead,(6*) and "because it is a holy and wholesome thought to pray for the dead that they may 
be loosed from their sins",(273) also offers suffrages for them. The Church has always believed that 
the apostles and Christ's martyrs who had given the supreme witness of faith and charity by the 
shedding of their blood, are closely joined with us in Christ, and she has always venerated them 
with special devotion, together with the Blessed Virgin Mary and the holy angels.(7*) The Church 
has piously implored the aid of their intercession. To these were soon added also those who had 
more closely imitated Christ's virginity and poverty,(8*) and finally others whom the outstanding 
practice of the Christian virtues (9*) and the divine charisms recommended to the pious devotion 
and imitation of the faithful.(10*)

When we look at the lives of those who have faithfully followed Christ, we are inspired with a new 
reason for seeking the City that is to come (274) and at the same time we are shown a most safe 
path by which among the vicissitudes of this world, in keeping with the state in life and condition 
proper to each of us, we will be able to arrive at perfect union with Christ, that is, perfect holiness. 
(11*) In the lives of those who, sharing in our humanity, are however more perfectly transformed 
into the image of Christ,(275) God vividly manifests His presence and His face to men. He speaks 
to us in them, and gives us a sign of His Kingdom,(12*) to which we are strongly drawn, having so 
great a cloud of witnesses over us (276) and such a witness to the truth of the Gospel.

Nor is it by the title of example only that we cherish the memory of those in heaven, but still more 
in order that the union of the whole Church may be strengthened in the Spirit by the practice of 
fraternal charity.(277) For just as Christian communion among wayfarers brings us closer to Christ, 
so our companionship with the saints joins us to Christ, from Whom as from its Fountain and Head 
issues every grace and the very life of the people of God.(13*) It is supremely fitting, therefore, that 
we love those friends and coheirs of Jesus Christ, who are also our brothers and extraordinary 
benefactors, that we render due thanks to God for them (14*) and "suppliantly invoke them and 
have recourse to their prayers, their power and help in obtaining benefits from God through His 
Son, Jesus Christ, who is our Redeemer and Saviour."(15*) For every genuine testimony of love 
shown by us to those in heaven, by its very nature tends toward and terminates in Christ who is the 
"crown of all saints,"(16*) and through Him, in God Who is wonderful in his saints and is 
magnified in them.(17*)

Our union with the Church in heaven is put into effect in its noblest manner especially in the sacred 
Liturgy, wherein the power of the Holy Spirit acts upon us through sacramental signs. Then, with 
combined rejoicing we celebrate together the praise of the divine majesty;(18*) then all those from 
every tribe and tongue and people and nation (278) who have been redeemed by the blood of Christ 
and gathered together into one Church, with one song of praise magnify the one and triune God. 
Celebrating the Eucharistic sacrifice therefore, we are most closely united to the Church in heaven 
in communion with and venerating the memory first of all of the glorious ever-Virgin Mary, of 
Blessed Joseph and the blessed apostles and martyrs and of all the saints.(19*)

51. This Sacred Council accepts with great devotion this venerable faith of our ancestors regarding 
this vital fellowship with our brethren who are in heavenly glory or who having died are still being 
purified; and it proposes again the decrees of the Second Council of Nicea,(20*) the Council of 
Florence (21*) and the Council of Trent.(22*) And at the same time, in conformity with our own 
pastoral interests, we urge all concerned, if any abuses, excesses or defects have crept in here or 
there, to do what is in their power to remove or correct them, and to restore all things to a fuller 



praise of Christ and of God. Let them therefore teach the faithful that the authentic cult of the saints 
consists not so much in the multiplying of external acts, but rather in the greater intensity of our 
love, whereby, for our own greater good and that of the whole Church, we seek from the saints 
"example in their way of life, fellowship in their communion, and aid by their intercession."(23*) 
On the other hand, let them teach the faithful that our communion with those in heaven, provided 
that it is understood in the fuller light of faith according to its genuine nature, in no way weakens, 
but conversely, more thoroughly enriches the latreutic worship we give to God the Father, through 
Christ, in the Spirit.(24*)

For all of us, who are sons of God and constitute one family in Christ.(279) as long as we remain in 
communion with one another in mutual charity and in one praise of the most holy Trinity, are 
corresponding with the intimate vocation of the Church and partaking in foretaste the liturgy of 
consummate glory.(25*) For when Christ shall appear and the glorious resurrection of the dead will 
take place, the glory of God will light up the heavenly City and the Lamb will be the lamp 
thereof.(280) Then the whole Church of the saints in the supreme happiness of charity will adore 
God and "the Lamb who was slain",(281) proclaiming with one voice: "To Him who sits upon the 
throne, and to the Lamb blessing, and honor, and glory, and dominion forever and ever".(282) 

CHAPTER VIII 

THE BLESSED VIRGIN MARY, MOTHER OF GOD IN THE MYSTERY OF CHRIST 
AND THE CHURCH 

I. Introduction 
52. Wishing in His supreme goodness and wisdom to effect the redemption of the world, "when the 
fullness of time came, God sent His Son, born of a woman, ..that we might receive the adoption of 
sons".(283) "He for us men, and for our salvation, came down from heaven, and was incarnate by 
the Holy Spirit from the Virgin Mary."(1*) This divine mystery of salvation is revealed to us and 
continued in the Church, which the Lord established as His body. Joined to Christ the Head and in 
the unity of fellowship with all His saints, the faithful must in the first place reverence the memory 
"of the glorious ever Virgin Mary, Mother of our God and Lord Jesus Christ".(2*)

53. The Virgin Mary, who at the message of the angel received the Word of God in her heart and in 
her body and gave Life to the world, is acknowledged and honored as being truly the Mother of 
God and Mother of the Redeemer. Redeemed by reason of the merits of her Son and united to Him 
by a close and indissoluble tie, she is endowed with the high office and dignity of being the Mother 
of the Son of God, by which account she is also the beloved daughter of the Father and the temple 
of the Holy Spirit. Because of this gift of sublime grace she far surpasses all creatures, both in 
heaven and on earth. At the same time, however, because she belongs to the offspring of Adam she 
is one with all those who are to be saved. She is "the mother of the members of Christ . . . having 
cooperated by charity that faithful might be born in the Church, who are members of that 
Head."(3*) Wherefore she is hailed as a pre-eminent and singular member of the Church, and as its 
type and excellent exemplar in faith and charity. The Catholic Church, taught by the Holy Spirit, 
honors her with filial affection and piety as a most beloved mother.

54. Wherefore this Holy Synod, in expounding the doctrine on the Church, in which the divine 
Redeemer works salvation, intends to describe with diligence both the role of the Blessed Virgin in 
the mystery of the Incarnate Word and the Mystical Body, and the duties of redeemed mankind 
toward the Mother of God, who is mother of Christ and mother of men, particularly of the faithful. 
It does not, however, have it in mind to give a complete doctrine on Mary, nor does it wish to 
decide those questions which the work of theologians has not yet fully clarified. Those opinions 
therefore may be lawfully retained which are propounded in Catholic schools concerning her, who 
occupies a place in the Church which is the highest after Christ and yet very close to us.(4*) 

II. The Role of the Blessed Mother in the Economy of Salvation 



55. The Sacred Scriptures of both the Old and the New Testament, as well as ancient Tradition 
show the role of the Mother of the Saviour in the economy of salvation in an ever clearer light and 
draw attention to it. The books of the Old Testament describe the history of salvation, by which the 
coming of Christ into the world was slowly prepared. These earliest documents, as they are read in 
the Church and are understood in the light of a further and full revelation, bring the figure of the 
woman, Mother of the Redeemer, into a gradually clearer light. When it is looked at in this way, she 
is already prophetically foreshadowed in the promise of victory over the serpent which was given to 
our first parents after their fall into sin.(284) Likewise she is the Virgin who shall conceive and bear 
a son, whose name will be called Emmanuel.(285) She stands out among the poor and humble of 
the Lord, who confidently hope for and receive salvation from Him. With her the exalted Daughter 
of Sion, and after a long expectation of the promise, the times are fulfilled and the new Economy 
established, when the Son of God took a human nature from her, that He might in the mysteries of 
His flesh free man from sin.

56. The Father of mercies willed that the incarnation should be preceded by the acceptance of her 
who was predestined to be the mother of His Son, so that just as a woman contributed to death, so 
also a woman should contribute to life. That is true in outstanding fashion of the mother of Jesus, 
who gave to the world Him who is Life itself and who renews all things, and who was enriched by 
God with the gifts which befit such a role. It is no wonder therefore that the usage prevailed among 
the Fathers whereby they called the mother of God entirely holy and free from all stain of sin, as 
though fashioned by the Holy Spirit and formed as a new creature.(5*) Adorned from the first 
instant of her conception with the radiance of an entirely unique holiness, the Virgin of Nazareth is 
greeted, on God's command, by an angel messenger as "full of grace",(286) and to the heavenly 
messenger she replies: "Behold the handmaid of the Lord, be it done unto me according to thy 
word".(287) Thus Mary, a daughter of Adam, consenting to the divine Word, became the mother of 
Jesus, the one and only Mediator. Embracing God's salvific will with a full heart and impeded by no 
sin, she devoted herself totally as a handmaid of the Lord to the person and work of her Son, under 
Him and with Him, by the grace of almighty God, serving the mystery of redemption. Rightly 
therefore the holy Fathers see her as used by God not merely in a passive way, but as freely 
cooperating in the work of human salvation through faith and obedience. For, as St. Irenaeus says, 
she "being obedient, became the cause of salvation for herself and for the whole human race."(6*) 
Hence not a few of the early Fathers gladly assert in their preaching, "The knot of Eve's 
disobedience was untied by Mary's obedience; what the virgin Eve bound through her unbelief, the 
Virgin Mary loosened by her faith."(7*) Comparing Mary with Eve, they call her "the Mother of the 
living,"(8*) and still more often they say: "death through Eve, life through Mary."(9*)

57. This union of the Mother with the Son in the work of salvation is made manifest from the time 
of Christ's virginal conception up to His death it is shown first of all when Mary, arising in haste to 
go to visit Elizabeth, is greeted by her as blessed because of her belief in the promise of salvation 
and the precursor leaped with joy in the womb of his mother.(288) This union is manifest also at the 
birth of Our Lord, who did not diminish His mother's virginal integrity but sanctified it,(10*) when 
the Mother of God joyfully showed her firstborn Son to the shepherds and Magi. When she 
presented Him to the Lord in the temple, making the offering of the poor, she heard Simeon 
foretelling at the same time that her Son would be a sign of contradiction and that a sword would 
pierce the mother's soul, that out of many hearts thoughts might be revealed.(289) When the Child 
Jesus was lost and they had sought Him sorrowing, His parents found Him in the temple, taken up 
with the things that were His Father's business; and they did not understand the word of their Son. 
His Mother indeed kept these things to be pondered over in her heart.(290)

58. In the public life of Jesus, Mary makes significant appearances. This is so even at the very 
beginning, when at the marriage feast of Cana, moved with pity, she brought about by her 
intercession the beginning of miracles of Jesus the Messiah.(291) In the course of her Son's 
preaching she received the words whereby in extolling a kingdom beyond the calculations and 
bonds of flesh and blood, He declared blessed(292) those who heard and kept the word of God, as 



she was faithfully doing.(293) After this manner the Blessed Virgin advanced in her pilgrimage of 
faith, and faithfully persevered in her union with her Son unto the cross, where she stood, in 
keeping with the divine plan,(294) grieving exceedingly with her only begotten Son, uniting herself 
with a maternal heart with His sacrifice, and lovingly consenting to the immolation of this Victim 
which she herself had brought forth. Finally, she was given by the same Christ Jesus dying on the 
cross as a mother to His disciple with these words: "Woman, behold thy son".(295) (11*)

59. But since it has pleased God not to manifest solemnly the mystery cf the salvation of the human 
race before He would pour forth the Spirit promised by Christ, we see the apostles before the day of 
Pentecost "persevering with one mind in prayer with the women and Mary the Mother of Jesus, and 
with His brethren",(296) and Mary by her prayers imploring the gift of the Spirit, who had already 
overshadowed her in the Annunciation. Finally, the Immaculate Virgin, preserved free from all guilt 
of original sin,(12*) on the completion of her earthly sojourn, was taken up body and soul into 
heavenly glory,(13*) and exalted by the Lord as Queen of the universe, that she might be the more 
fully confimed to her Son, the Lord of lords(297) and the conqueror of sin and death.(l4*) 

III. On the Blessed Virgin and the Church 
60. There is but one Mediator as we know from the words of the apostle, "for there is one God and 
one mediator of God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself a redemption for all".(298) 
The maternal duty of Mary toward men in no wise obscures or diminishes this unique mediation of 
Christ, but rather shows His power. For all the salvific influence of the Blessed Virgin on men 
originates, not from some inner necessity, but from the divine pleasure. It flows forth from the 
superabundance of the merits of Christ, rests on His mediation, depends entirely on it and draws all 
its power from it. In no way does it impede, but rather does it foster the immediate union of the 
faithful with Christ.

61. Predestined from eternity by that decree of divine providence which determined the incarnation 
of the Word to be the Mother of God, the Blessed Virgin was in this earth the virgin Mother of the 
Redeemer, and above all others and in a singular way the generous associate and humble handmaid 
of the Lord. She conceived, brought forth and nourished Christ. she presented Him to the Father in 
the temple, and was united with Him by compassion as He died on the Cross. In this singular way 
she cooperated by her obedience, faith, hope and burning charity in the work of the Saviour in 
giving back supernatural life to souls. Wherefore she is our mother in the order of grace.

62. This maternity of Mary in the order of grace began with the consent which she gave in faith at 
the Annunciation and which she sustained without wavering beneath the cross, and lasts until The 
eternal fulfillment of all the elect. Taken up to heaven she did not lay aside this salvific duty, but by 
her constant intercession continued to bring us the gifts of eternal salvation.(15*) By her maternal 
charity, she cares for the brethren of her Son, who still journey on earth surrounded by dangers and 
cultics, until they are led into the happiness of their true home. Therefore the Blessed Virgin is 
invoked by the Church under the titles of Advocate, Auxiliatrix, Adjutrix, and Mediatrix.(16*) This, 
however, is to be so understood that it neither takes away from nor adds anything to the dignity and 
efficaciousness of Christ the one Mediator.(17*)

For no creature could ever be counted as equal with the Incarnate Word and Redeemer. Just as the 
priesthood of Christ is shared in various ways both by the ministers and by the faithful, and as the 
one goodness of God is really communicated in different ways to His creatures, so also the unique 
mediation of the Redeemer does not exclude but rather gives rise to a manifold cooperation which is 
but a sharing in this one source.

The Church does not hesitate to profess this subordinate role of Mary. It knows it through unfailing 
experience of it and commends it to the hearts of the faithful, so that encouraged by this maternal 
help they may the more intimately adhere to the Mediator and Redeemer.

63. By reason of the gift and role of divine maternity, by which she is united with her Son, the 
Redeemer, and with His singular graces and functions, the Blessed Virgin is also intimately united 



with the Church. As St. Ambrose taught, the Mother of God is a type of the Church in the order of 
faith, charity and perfect union with Christ.(18*) For in the mystery of the Church, which is itself 
rightly called mother and virgin, the Blessed Virgin stands out in eminent and singular fashion as 
exemplar both of virgin and mother. (19*) By her belief and obedience, not knowing man but 
overshadowed by the Holy Spirit, as the new Eve she brought forth on earth the very Son of the 
Father, showing an undefiled faith, not in the word of the ancient serpent, but in that of God's 
messenger. The Son whom she brought forth is He whom God placed as the first-born among many 
brethren,(299) namely the faithful, in whose birth and education she cooperates with a maternal 
love.

64. The Church indeed, contemplating her hidden sanctity, imitating her charity and faithfully 
fulfilling the Father's will, by receiving the word of God in faith becomes herself a mother. By her 
preaching she brings forth to a new and immortal life the sons who are born to her in baptism, 
conceived of the Holy Spirit and born of God. She herself is a virgin, who keeps the faith given to 
her by her Spouse whole and entire. Imitating the mother of her Lord, and by the power of the Holy 
Spirit, she keeps with virginal purity an entire faith, a firm hope and a sincere charity.(20*)

65. But while in the most holy Virgin the Church has already reached that perfection whereby she is 
without spot or wrinkle, the followers of Christ still strive to increase in holiness by conquering 
sin.(300) And so they turn their eyes to Mary who shines forth to the whole community of the elect 
as the model of virtues. Piously meditating on her and contemplating her in the light of the Word 
made man, the Church with reverence enters more intimately into the great mystery of the 
Incarnation and becomes more and more like her Spouse. For Mary, who since her entry into 
salvation history unites in herself and re-echoes the greatest teachings of the faith as she is 
proclaimed and venerated, calls the faithful to her Son and His sacrifice and to the love of the 
Father. Seeking after the glory of Christ, the Church becomes more like her exalted Type, and 
continually progresses in faith, hope and charity, seeking and doing the will of God in all things. 
Hence the Church, in her apostolic work also, justly looks to her, who, conceived of the Holy Spirit, 
brought forth Christ, who was born of the Virgin that through the Church He may be born and may 
increase in the hearts of the faithful also. The Virgin in her own life lived an example of that 
maternal love, by which it behooves that all should be animated who cooperate in the apostolic 
mission of the Church for the regeneration of men. 

IV. The Cult of the Blessed Virgin in the Church 

66. Placed by the grace of God, as God's Mother, next to her Son, and exalted above all angels and 
men, Mary intervened in the mysteries of Christ and is justly honored by a special cult in the 
Church. Clearly from earliest times the Blessed Virgin is honored under the title of Mother of God, 
under whose protection the faithful took refuge in all their dangers and necessities.(21*) Hence after 
the Synod of Ephesus the cult of the people of God toward Mary wonderfully increased in 
veneration and love, in invocation and imitation, according to her own prophetic words: "All 
generations shall call me blessed, because He that is mighty hath done great things to me".(301) 
This cult, as it always existed, although it is altogether singular, differs essentially from the cult of 
adoration which is offered to the Incarnate Word, as well to the Father and the Holy Spirit, and it is 
most favorable to it. The various forms of piety toward the Mother of God, which the Church within 
the limits of sound and orthodox doctrine, according to the conditions of time and place, and the 
nature and ingenuity of the faithful has approved, bring it about that while the Mother is honored, 
the Son, through whom all things have their being (302) and in whom it has pleased the Father that 
all fullness should dwell,(303) is rightly known, loved and glorified and that all His commands are 
observed.

67. This most Holy Synod deliberately teaches this Catholic doctrine and at the same time 
admonishes all the sons of the Church that the cult, especially the liturgical cult, of the Blessed 
Virgin, be generously fostered, and the practices and exercises of piety, recommended by the 
magisterium of the Church toward her in the course of centuries be made of great moment, and 



those decrees, which have been given in the early days regarding the cult of images of Christ, the 
Blessed Virgin and the saints, be religiously observed.(22*) But it exhorts theologians and 
preachers of the divine word to abstain zealously both from all gross exaggerations as well as from 
petty narrow-mindedness in considering the singular dignity of the Mother of God.(23*) Following 
the study of Sacred Scripture, the Holy Fathers, the doctors and liturgy of the Church, and under the 
guidance of the Church's magisterium, let them rightly illustrate the duties and privileges of the 
Blessed Virgin which always look to Christ, the source of all truth, sanctity and piety. Let them 
assiduously keep away from whatever, either by word or deed, could lead separated brethren or any 
other into error regarding the true doctrine of the Church. Let the faithful remember moreover that 
true devotion consists neither in sterile or transitory affection, nor in a certain vain credulity, but 
proceeds from true faith, by which we are led to know the excellence of the Mother of God, and we 
are moved to a filial love toward our mother and to the imitation of her virtues. 

V. Mary the sign of created hope and solace to the wandering people of God 

68. In the interim just as the Mother of Jesus, glorified in body and soul in heaven, is the image and 
beginning of the Church as it is to be perfected is the world to come, so too does she shine forth on 
earth, until the day of the Lord shall come,(304) as a sign of sure hope and solace to the people of 
God during its sojourn on earth.

69. It gives great joy and comfort to this holy and general Synod that even among the separated 
brethren there are some who give due honor to the Mother of our Lord and Saviour, especially 
among the Orientals, who with devout mind and fervent impulse give honor to the Mother of God, 
ever virgin.(24*) The entire body of the faithful pours forth instant supplications to the Mother of 
God and Mother of men that she, who aided the beginnings of the Church by her prayers, may now, 
exalted as she is above all the angels and saints, intercede before her Son in the fellowship of all the 
saints, until all families of people, whether they are honored with the title of Christian or whether 
they still do not know the Saviour, may be happily gathered together in peace and harmony into one 
people of God, for the glory of the Most Holy and Undivided Trinity.

Each and all these items which are set forth in this dogmatic Constitution have met with the 
approval of the Council Fathers. And We by the apostolic power given Us by Christ together with 
the Venerable Fathers in the Holy Spirit, approve, decree and establish it and command that what 
has thus been decided in the Council be promulgated for the glory of God.

Given in Rome at St. Peter's on November 21, 1964.

APPENDIX From the Acts of the Council* 

'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.

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 pro- portionality 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 [lmunera]; 
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 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." 

+ PERICLE FELICI 
Titular Archbishop of Samosata 

Secretary General of the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council 
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1. In our time, when day by day mankind is being drawn closer together, and the ties between 
different peoples are becoming stronger, the Church examines more closely he relationship to non- 
Christian religions. In her task of promoting unity and love among men, indeed among nations, she 
considers above all in this declaration what men have in common and what draws them to 
fellowship. 

One is the community of all peoples, one their origin, for God made the whole human race to live 
over the face of the earth.(1) One also is their final goal, God. His providence, His manifestations of 
goodness, His saving design extend to all men,(2) until that time when the elect will be united in the 
Holy City, the city ablaze with the glory of God, where the nations will walk in His light.(3) 



Men expect from the various religions answers to the unsolved riddles of the human condition, 
which today, even as in former times, deeply stir the hearts of men: What is man? What is the 
meaning, the aim of our life? What is moral good, what sin? Whence suffering and what purpose 
does it serve? Which is the road to true happiness? What are death, judgment and retribution after 
death? What, finally, is that ultimate inexpressible mystery which encompasses our existence: 
whence do we come, and where are we going? 

2. From ancient times down to the present, there is found among various peoples a certain 
perception of that hidden power which hovers over the course of things and over the events of 
human history; at times some indeed have come to the recognition of a Supreme Being, or even of a 
Father. This perception and recognition penetrates their lives with a profound religious sense. 

Religions, however, that are bound up with an advanced culture have struggled to answer the same 
questions by means of more refined concepts and a more developed language. Thus in Hinduism, 
men contemplate the divine mystery and express it through an inexhaustible abundance of myths 
and through searching philosophical inquiry. They seek freedom from the anguish of our human 
condition either through ascetical practices or profound meditation or a flight to God with love and 
trust. Again, Buddhism, in its various forms, realizes the radical insufficiency of this changeable 
world; it teaches a way by which men, in a devout and confident spirit, may be able either to 
acquire the state of perfect liberation, or attain, by their own efforts or through higher help, supreme 
illumination. Likewise, other religions found everywhere try to counter the restlessness of the 
human heart, each in its own manner, by proposing "ways," comprising teachings, rules of life, and 
sacred rites. The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions. She regards 
with sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings which, 
though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a 
ray of that Truth which enlightens all men. Indeed, she proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ 
"the way, the truth, and the life" (John 14:6), in whom men may find the fullness of religious life, in 
whom God has reconciled all things to Himself.(4) 

The Church, therefore, exhorts her sons, that through dialogue and collaboration with the followers 
of other religions, carried out with prudence and love and in witness to the Christian faith and life, 
they recognize, preserve and promote the good things, spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-
cultural values found among these men. 

3. The Church regards with esteem also the Moslems. They adore the one God, living and 
subsisting in Himself; merciful and all- powerful, the Creator of heaven and earth,(5) who has 
spoken to men; they take pains to submit wholeheartedly to even His inscrutable decrees, just as 
Abraham, with whom the faith of Islam takes pleasure in linking itself, submitted to God. Though 
they do not acknowledge Jesus as God, they revere Him as a prophet. They also honor Mary, His 
virgin Mother; at times they even call on her with devotion. In addition, they await the day of 
judgment when God will render their deserts to all those who have been raised up from the dead. 
Finally, they value the moral life and worship God especially through prayer, almsgiving and 
fasting. 

Since in the course of centuries not a few quarrels and hostilities have arisen between Christians and 
Moslems, this sacred synod urges all to forget the past and to work sincerely for mutual 
understanding and to preserve as well as to promote together for the benefit of all mankind social 
justice and moral welfare, as well as peace and freedom. 

4. As the sacred synod searches into the mystery of the Church, it remembers the bond that 
spiritually ties the people of the New Covenant to Abraham's stock. 

Thus the Church of Christ acknowledges that, according to God's saving design, the beginnings of 
her faith and her election are found already among the Patriarchs, Moses and the prophets. She 
professes that all who believe in Christ-Abraham's sons according to faith (6)-are included in the 
same Patriarch's call, and likewise that the salvation of the Church is mysteriously foreshadowed by 



the chosen people's exodus from the land of bondage. The Church, therefore, cannot forget that she 
received the revelation of the Old Testament through the people with whom God in His 
inexpressible mercy concluded the Ancient Covenant. Nor can she forget that she draws sustenance 
from the root of that well-cultivated olive tree onto which have been grafted the wild shoots, the 
Gentiles.(7) Indeed, the Church believes that by His cross Christ, Our Peace, reconciled Jews and 
Gentiles. making both one in Himself.(8) 

The Church keeps ever in mind the words of the Apostle about his kinsmen: "theirs is the sonship 
and the glory and the covenants and the law and the worship and the promises; theirs are the fathers 
and from them is the Christ according to the flesh" (Rom. 9:4-5), the Son of the Virgin Mary. She 
also recalls that the Apostles, the Church's main-stay and pillars, as well as most of the early 
disciples who proclaimed Christ's Gospel to the world, sprang from the Jewish people. 

As Holy Scripture testifies, Jerusalem did not recognize the time of her visitation,(9) nor did the 
Jews in large number, accept the Gospel; indeed not a few opposed its spreading.(10) Nevertheless, 
God holds the Jews most dear for the sake of their Fathers; He does not repent of the gifts He makes 
or of the calls He issues-such is the witness of the Apostle.(11) In company with the Prophets and 
the same Apostle, the Church awaits that day, known to God alone, on which all peoples will 
address the Lord in a single voice and "serve him shoulder to shoulder" (Soph. 3:9).(12) 

Since the spiritual patrimony common to Christians and Jews is thus so great, this sacred synod 
wants to foster and recommend that mutual understanding and respect which is the fruit, above all, 
of biblical and theological studies as well as of fraternal dialogues. 

True, the Jewish authorities and those who followed their lead pressed for the death of Christ;(13) 
still, what happened in His passion cannot be charged against all the Jews, without distinction, then 
alive, nor against the Jews of today. Although the Church is the new people of God, the Jews should 
not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this followed from the Holy Scriptures. All 
should see to it, then, that in catechetical work or in the preaching of the word of God they do not 
teach anything that does not conform to the truth of the Gospel and the spirit of Christ. 

Furthermore, in her rejection of every persecution against any man, the Church, mindful of the 
patrimony she shares with the Jews and moved not by political reasons but by the Gospel's spiritual 
love, decries hatred, persecutions, displays of anti-Semitism, directed against Jews at any time and 
by anyone. 

Besides, as the Church has always held and holds now, Christ underwent His passion and death 
freely, because of the sins of men and out of infinite love, in order that all may reach salvation. It is, 
therefore, the burden of the Church's preaching to proclaim the cross of Christ as the sign of God's 
all-embracing love and as the fountain from which every grace flows. 

5. We cannot truly call on God, the Father of all, if we refuse to treat in a brotherly way any man, 
created as he is in the image of God. Man's relation to God the Father and his relation to men his 
brothers are so linked together that Scripture says: "He who does not love does not know God" (1 
John 4:8). 

No foundation therefore remains for any theory or practice that leads to discrimination between man 
and man or people and people, so far as their human dignity and the rights flowing from it are 
concerned. 

The Church reproves, as foreign to the mind of Christ, any discrimination against men or 
harassment of them because of their race, color, condition of life, or religion. On the contrary, 
following in the footsteps of the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, this sacred synod ardently implores 
the Christian faithful to "maintain good fellowship among the nations" (1 Peter 2:12), and, if 
possible, to live for their part in peace with all men,(14) so that they may truly be sons of the Father 
who is in heaven.(15) 



NOTES 
1. Cf. Acts 17:26 

2. Cf. Wis. 8:1; Acts 14:17; Rom. 2:6-7; 1 Tim. 2:4 

3. Cf. Apoc. 21:23f. 

4. Cf 2 Cor. 5:18-19 

5. Cf St. Gregory VII, letter XXI to Anzir (Nacir), King of Mauritania (Pl. 148, col. 450f.) 

6. Cf. Gal. 3:7 

7. Cf. Rom. 11:17-24 

8. Cf. Eph. 2:14-16 

9. Cf. Lk. 19:44 

10. Cf. Rom. 11:28 

11. Cf. Rom. 11:28-29; cf. dogmatic Constitution, Lumen Gentium (Light of nations) AAS, 57 
(1965) pag. 20 

12. Cf. Is. 66:23; Ps. 65:4; Rom. 11:11-32 

13. Cf. John. 19:6 

14. Cf. Rom. 12:18 

15. Cf. Matt. 5:45 

DECREE ON THE CATHOLIC CHURCHES 
OF THE EASTERN RITE

ORIENTALIUM ECCLESIARUM
SOLEMNLY PROMULGATED BY HIS HOLINESS

POPE PAUL VI
ON NOVEMBER 21, 1964

PREAMBLE
1. The Catholic Church holds in high esteem the institutions, liturgical rites, ecclesiastical traditions 
and the established standards of the Christian life of the Eastern Churches, for in them, 
distinguished as they are for their venerable antiquity, there remains conspicuous the tradition that 
has been handed down from the Apostles through the Fathers (1) and that forms part of the divinely 
revealed and undivided heritage of the universal Church. This Sacred Ecumenical Council, 
therefore, in its care for the Eastern Churches which bear living witness to this tradition, in order 
that they may flourish and with new apostolic vigor execute the task entrusted to them, has 
determined to lay down a number of principles, in addition to those which refer to the universal 
Church; all else is remitted to the care of the Eastern synods and of the Holy See. 

THE INDIVIDUAL CHURCHES OR RITES 
2. The Holy Catholic Church, which is the Mystical Body of Christ, is made up of the faithful who 
are organically united in the Holy Spirit by the same faith, the same sacraments and the same 
government and who, combining together into various groups which are held together by a 
hierarchy, form separate Churches or Rites. Between these there exists an admirable bond of union, 
such that the variety within the Church in no way harms its unity; rather it manifests it, for it is the 
mind of the Catholic Church that each individual Church or Rite should retain its traditions whole 
and entire and likewise that it should adapt its way of life to the different needs of time and 
place.(2) 

3. These individual Churches, whether of the East or the West, although they differ somewhat 



among themselves in rite (to use the current phrase), that is, in liturgy, ecclesiastical discipline, and 
spiritual heritage, are, nevertheless, each as much as the others, entrusted to the pastoral government 
of the Roman Pontiff, the divinely appointed successor of St. Peter in primacy over the universal 
Church. They are consequently of equal dignity, so that none of them is superior to the others as 
regards rite and they enjoy the same rights and are under the same obligations, also in respect of 
preaching the Gospel to the whole world (cf. Mark 16, 15) under the guidance of the Roman 
Pontiff. 

4. Means should be taken therefore in every part of the world for the protection and advancement of 
all the individual Churches and, to this end, there should be established parishes and a special 
hierarchy where the spiritual good of the faithful demands it. The hierarchs of the different 
individual Churches with jurisdiction in one and the same territory should, by taking common 
counsel in regular meetings, strive to promote unity of action and with common endeavor to sustain 
common tasks, so as better to further the good of religion and to safeguard more effectively the 
ordered way of life of the clergy.(3) 

All clerics and those aspiring to sacred Orders should be instructed in the rites and especially in the 
practical norms that must be applied in interritual questions. The laity, too, should be taught as part 
of its catechetical education about rites and their rules.

Finally, each and every Catholic, as also the baptized of every non-Catholic church or denomination 
who enters into the fullness of the Catholic communion, must retain his own rite wherever he is, 
must cherish it and observe it to the best of his ability (4), without prejudice to the right in special 
cases of persons. communities or areas, of recourse to the Apostolic See, which, as the supreme 
judge of interchurch relations, will, acting itself or through other authorities, meet the needs of the 
occasion in an ecumenical spirit, by the issuance of opportune directives, decrees or rescripts. 

PRESERVATION OF THE SPIRITUAL HERITAGE OF THE EASTERN CHURCHES 
5. History, tradition and abundant ecclesiastical institutions bear outstanding witness to the great 
merit owing to the Eastern Churches by the universal Church.(5) The Sacred Council, therefore, not 
only accords to this ecclesiastical and spiritual heritage the high regard which is its due and rightful 
praise, but also unhesitatingly looks on it as the heritage of the universal Church. For this reason it 
solemnly declares that the Churches of the East, as much as those of the West, have a full right and 
are in duty bound to rule themselves, each in accordance with its own established disciplines, since 
all these are praiseworthy by reason of their venerable antiquity, more harmonious with the 
character of their faithful and more suited to the promotion of the good of souls.

6. All members of the Eastern Rite should know and be convinced that they can and should always 
preserve their legitimate liturgical rite and their established way of life, and that these may not be 
altered except to obtain for themselves an organic improvement. All these, then, must be observed 
by the members of the Eastern rites themselves. Besides, they should attain to on ever greater 
knowledge and a more exact use of them, and, if in their regard they have fallen short owing to 
contingencies of times and persons, they should take steps to return to their ancestral traditions. 

Those who, by reason of their office or apostolic ministries, are in frequent communication with the 
Eastern Churches or their faithful should be instructed according as their office demands in the 
knowledge and veneration of the rites, discipline, doctrine, history and character of the members of 
the Eastern rites.(6) To enhance the efficacy of their apostolate, Religious and associations of the 
Latin Rite working in Eastern countries or among Eastern faithful are earnestly counseled to found 
houses or even provinces of the Eastern rite, as far as this can be done.(7) 

EASTERN RITE PATRIARCHS 

7. The patriarchate, as an institution, has existed in the Church from the earliest times and was 
recognized by the first ecumenical councils.(8)

By the name Eastern patriarch, is meant the bishop to whom belongs jurisdiction over all bishops, 



not excepting metropolitans clergy and people of his own territory or rite, in accordance with canon 
law and without prejudice to the primacy of the Roman Pontiff.(9)

Wherever an hierarch of any rite is appointed outside the territorial bounds of the patriarchate, he 
remains attached to the hierarchy of the patriarchate of that rite, in accordance with canon law.

8. Though some of the patriarchates of the Eastern Churches are of earlier and some of later date, 
nonetheless all are equal in respect of patriarchal dignity, without however prejudice to the 
legitimately established precedence of honor.(10)

9. By the most ancient tradition of the Church the patriarchs of the Eastern Churches are to be 
accorded special honor, seeing that each is set over his patriarchate as father and head.

This Sacred Council, therefore, determines that their rights and privileges should be re-established 
in accordance with the ancient tradition of each of the Churches and the decrees of the ecumenical 
councils.(11)

The rights and privileges in question are those that obtained in the time of union between East and 
West; though they should be adapted somewhat to modern conditions.

The patriarchs with their synods are the highest authority for all business of the patriarchate, 
including the right of establishing new eparchies and of nominating bishops of their rite within the 
territorial bounds of the patriarchate, without prejudice to the inalienable right of the Roman Pontiff 
to intervene in individual cases.

10. What has been said of patriarchs is valid also, in harmony with the canon law, in respect to 
major archbishops, who rule the whole of some individual church or rite.(12)

11. Seeing that the patriarchal office in the Eastern Church is a traditional form of government, the 
Sacred Ecumenical Council ardently desires that new patriarchates should be erected where there is 
need, to be established either by an ecumenical council or by the Roman Pontiff.(13) 

THE DISCIPLINE OF THE SACRAMENTS 

12. The Sacred Ecumenical Council confirms and approves the ancient discipline of the sacraments 
existing in the Oriental Churches, as also the ritual practices connected with their celebration and 
administration and ardently desires that this should be re-established if circumstances warrant it.

13. The established practice in respect of the minister of Confirmation that has obtained from most 
early times in the Eastern Church should be fully restored. Therefore, priests validly confer this 
sacrament, using chrism blessed by a patriarch or a bishop.(14)

14. All Eastern Rite priests, either in conjunction with Baptism or separately from it, can confer this 
sacrament validly on all the faithful of any rite including the Latin; licitly, however, only if the 
regulations both of the common and the particular law are observed.(15) Priests, also, of Latin Rite, 
in accordance with the faculties they enjoy in respect of the administration of this sacrament, validly 
administer it also to the faithful of Eastern Churches; without prejudice to the rite, observing in 
regard to licitness the regulations both of the common and of the particular law.(16)

15. The faithful are bound to take part on Sundays and feast days in the Divine Liturgy or, 
according to the regulations or custom of their own rite, in the celebration of the Divine Office.(17) 
That the faithful may be able more easily to fulfill their obligation, it is laid down that the period of 
time within which the precept should be observed extends from the Vespers of the vigil to the end 
of the Sunday or the feast day.(18) The faithful are earnestly exhorted to receive Holy Communion 
on these days, and indeed more frequently-yes, even daily.(19)

16. Owing to the fact that the faithful of the different individual churches dwell intermingled with 
each other in the same area or Eastern territory, the faculties for hearing confessions duly and 
without restriction given to priests of any rite by their own hierarchs extend to the whole territory of 
him who grants them and also to the places and faithful of any other rite in the same territory, 



unless the hierarch of the place has expressly excluded this for places of his rite.(20)

17. In order that the ancient established practice of the Sacrament of Orders in the Eastern Churches 
may flourish again, this Sacred Council ardently desires that the office of the permanent diaconate 
should, where it has fallen into disuse, be restored.(21) The legislative authorities of each individual 
church should decide about the subdiaconate and the minor orders and the rights and obligations 
that attach to them.(22) 

18. To obviate invalid marriages when Eastern Catholics marry baptized Eastern non-Catholics and 
in order to promote fidelity in and the sanctity of marriage, as well as peace within the family, the 
Sacred Council determines that the canonical "form" for the celebration of these marriages is of 
obligation only for liceity; for their validity the presence of a sacred minister is sufficient, provided 
that other prescriptions of law are observed.(23) 

DIVINE WORSHIP 
19. It belongs only to an ecumenical council or to the Apostolic See to determine, transfer or 
suppress feast days common to all the Eastern Churches. On the other hand, to determine, transfer 
or suppress the feast days of any of the individual churches is within the competence not only of the 
Apostolic See but also of the patriarchal or archiepiscopal synod, due regard being had to the whole 
area and the other individual churches.(24)

20. Until such time as all Christians are agreed on a fixed day for the celebration of Easter, with a 
view meantime to promoting unity among the Christians of the same area or nation, it is left to the 
patriarchs or supreme authorities of a place to come to an agreement by the unanimous consent and 
combined counsel of those affected to celebrate the feast of Easter on the same Sunday.(25)

21. Individual faithful dwelling outside the area or territory of their own rite may follow completely 
the established custom of the place where they live as regards the law of the sacred seasons. In 
families of mixed rite it is permissible to observe this law according to one and the same rite.(26)

22. Eastern clerics and Religious should celebrate in accordance with the prescriptions and 
traditions of their own established custom the Divine Office, which from ancient times has been 
held in high honor in all Eastern Churches.(27) The faithful too should follow the example of their 
forebears and assist devoutly as occasion allows at the Divine Office.

23. It belongs to the patriarch with his synod, or to the supreme authority of each church with the 
council of the hierarchs, to regulate the use of languages in the sacred liturgical functions and, after 
reference to the Apostolic See, of approving translations of texts into the vernacular.(28) 

RELATIONS WITH THE BRETHREN OF THE SEPARATED CHURCHES 

24. The Eastern Churches in communion with the Apostolic See of Rome have a special duty of 
promoting the unity of all Christians, especially Eastern Christians, in accordance with the 
principles of the decree, "About Ecumenism," of this Sacred Council, by prayer in the first place, 
and by the example of their lives, by religious fidelity to the ancient Eastern traditions, by a greater 
knowledge of each other, by collaboration and a brotherly regard for objects and feelings.(29)

25. If any separated Eastern Christian should, under the guidance of the grace of the Holy Spirit, 
join himself to the unity of Catholics, no more should be required of him than what a bare 
profession of the Catholic faith demands. Eastern clerics, seeing that a valid priesthood is preserved 
among them, are permitted to exercise the Orders they possess on joining the unity of the Catholic 
Church, in accordance with the regulations established by the competent authority.(30)

26. Common participation in worship (communicatio in sacris) which harms the unity of the Church 
or involves formal acceptance of error or the danger of aberration in the faith, of scandal and 
indifferentism, is forbidden by divine law.(32) On the other hand, pastoral experience shows clearly 
that, as regards our Eastern brethren, there should be taken into consideration the different cases of 
individuals, where neither the unity of the Church is hurt nor are verified the dangers that must be 



avoided, but where the needs of the salvation of souls and their spiritual good are impelling 
motives. For that reason the Catholic Church has always adopted and now adopts rather a mild 
policy, offering to all the means of salvation and an example of charity among Christians, through 
participation in the sacraments and in other sacred functions and things. With this in mind, "lest 
because of the harshness of our judgment we be an obstacle to those seeking salvation" (31) and in 
order more and more to promote union with the Eastern Churches separated from us, the Sacred 
Council lays down the following policy.

27. Without prejudice to the principles noted earlier, Eastern Christians who are in fact separated in 
good faith from the Catholic Church, if they ask of their own accord and have the right dispositions, 
may be admitted to the sacraments of Penance, the Eucharist and the Anointing of the Sick. Further, 
Catholics may ask for these same sacraments from those non-Catholic ministers whose churches 
possess valid sacraments, as often as necessity or a genuine spiritual benefit recommends such a 
course and access to a Catholic priest is physically or morally impossible.(33)

28. Further, given the same principles, common participation by Catholics with their Eastern 
separated brethren in sacred functions, things and places is allowed for a just cause.(34)

29. This conciliatory policy with regard to "communicatio in sacris" (participation in things sacred) 
with the brethren of the separated Eastern Churches is put into the care and control of the local 
hierarchs, in order that, by combined counsel among themselves and, if need be, after consultation 
also with the hierarchs of the separated churches, they may by timely and effective regulations and 
norms direct the relations among Christians. 

CONCLUSION 
30. The Sacred Council feels great joy in the fruitful zealous collaboration of the Eastern and the 
Western Catholic Churches and at the same time declares: All these directives of law are laid down 
in view of the present situation till such time as the Catholic Church and the separated Eastern 
Churches come together into complete unity. 

Meanwhile, however, all Christians, Eastern as well as Western, are earnestly asked to pray to God 
fervently and assiduously, nay, indeed daily, that, with the aid of the most holy Mother of God, all 
may become one. Let them pray also that the strength and the consolation of the Holy Spirit may 
descend copiously upon all those many Christians of whatsoever church they be who endure 
suffering and deprivations for their unwavering avowal of the name of Christ.

"Love one another with fraternal charity, anticipating one another with honor". (Rom.12,10.)

Each and all these matters which are set forth in this decree have been favorably voted on by the 
Fathers of the Council. And we, by the apostolic authority given us by Christ and in union with the 
Fathers, approve, decree and establish them in the Holy Spirit and command that they be 
promulgated for the glory of God.

Given in Rome at St. Peter's, November 21, 1964 
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DECREE ON PRIESTLY TRAINING
OPTATAM TOTIUS

PROCLAIMED BY HIS HOLINESS
POPE PAUL VI

ON OCTOBER 28, 1965

Animated by the spirit of Christ, this sacred synod is fully aware that the desired renewal of the 
whole Church depends to a great extent on the ministry of its priests. It proclaims the extreme 
importance of priestly training and lays down certain basic principles by which those regulations 
may be strengthened which long use has shown to be sound and by which those new elements can 
be added which correspond to the constitutions and decrees of this sacred council and to the 
changed conditions of our times. Because of the very unity of the Catholic priesthood this priestly 
formation is necessary for all priests, diocesan and religious and of every rite. Wherefore, while 
these prescriptions directly concern the diocesan clergy, they are to be appropriately adapted to all. 

I. 
THE PROGRAM OF PRIESTLY TRAINING TO BE UNDERTAKEN BY EACH 

COUNTRY 
1. Since only general laws can be made where there exists a wide variety of nations and regions, a 
special "program of priestly training" is to be undertaken by each country or rite. It must be set up 
by the episcopal conferences, revised from time to time and approved by the Apostolic See. In this 
way will the universal laws be adapted to the particular circumstances of the times and localities so 
that the priestly training will always be in tune with the pastoral needs of those regions in which the 
ministry is to be exercised. 

II. 
THE URGENT FOSTERING OF PRIESTLY VOCATIONS 

2. The duty of fostering vocations pertains to the whole Christian community, which should 
exercise it above all by a fully Christian life. The principal contributors to this are the families 
which, animated by the spirit of faith and love and by the sense of duty, become a kind of initial 
seminary, and the parishes in whose rich life the young people take part. Teachers and all those who 
are in any way in charge of the training of boys and young men, especially Catholic associations, 
should carefully guide the young people entrusted to them so that these will recognize and freely 
accept a divine vocation. All priests especially are to manifest an apostolic zeal in fostering 
vocations and are to attract the interest of youths to the priesthood by their own life lived in a 
humble and industrious manner and in a happy spirit as well as by mutual priestly charity and 
fraternal sharing of labor. 

Bishops on the other hand are to encourage their flock to promote vocations and should be 
concerned with coordinating all forces in a united effort to this end. As fathers, moreover, they must 
assist without stint those whom they have judged to be called to the Lord's work.

The effective union of the whole people of God in fostering vocations is the proper response to the 
action of Divine Providence which confers the fitting gifts on those men divinely chosen to 
participate in the hierarchical priesthood of Christ and helps them by His grace. Moreover, this 
same Providence charges the legitimate ministers of the Church to call forward and to consecrate 
with the sign of the Holy Spirit to the worship of God and to the service of the Church those 
candidates whose fitness has been acknowledged and who have sought so great an office with the 
right intention and with full freedom. 

The sacred synod commends first of all the traditional means of common effort, such as urgent 



prayer, Christian penance and a constantly more intensive training of the faithful by preaching, by 
catechetical instructions or by the many media of social communication that will show forth the 
need, the nature and the importance of the priestly vocation. The synod moreover orders that the 
entire pastoral activity of fostering vocations be methodically and coherently planned and, with 
equal prudence and zeal, fostered by those organizations for promoting vocations which, in accord 
with the appropriate pontifical documents, have already been or will be set up in the territory of 
individual dioceses, regions or countries. Also, no opportune aids are to be overlooked which 
modern Psychological and sociological research has brought to light. 

The work of fostering vocations should, in a spirit of openness, transcend the limits of individual 
dioceses, countries, religious families and rites. Looking to the needs of the universal Church, it 
should provide aid particularly for those regions in which workers for the Lord's vineyard are being 
requested more urgently. 

3. In minor seminaries erected to develop the seeds of vocations, the students should be prepared by 
special religious formation, particularly through appropriate spiritual direction, to follow Christ the 
Redeemer with generosity of spirit and purity of heart. Under the fatherly direction of the superiors, 
and with the proper cooperation of the parents, their daily routine should be in accord with the age, 
the character and the stage of development of adolescence and fully adapted to the norms of a 
healthy psychology. Nor should the fitting opportunity be lacking for social and cultural contacts 
and for contact with one's own family. Moreover, whatever is decreed in the following paragraphs 
about major seminaries is also to be adapted to the minor seminary to the extent that it is in accord 
with its purpose and structure. Also, studies undertaken by the students should be so arranged that 
they can easily continue them elsewhere should they choose a different state of life. 

With equal concern the seeds of vocations among adolescents and young men are also to be fostered 
in those special institutes which, in accord with the local circumstances, serve the purpose of a 
minor seminary as well as among those who are trained in other schools or by other educational 
means. Finally, those institutions and other schools initiated for those with a belated vocation are to 
be carefully developed. 

III. 
THE SETTING UP OF MAJOR SEMINARIES 

4. Major seminaries are necessary for priestly formation. Here the entire training of the students 
should be oriented to the formation of true shepherds of souls after the model of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, teacher, priest and shepherd. They are therefore to be prepared for the ministry of the word: 
that they might understand ever more perfectly the revealed word of God; that, meditating on it they 
might possess it more firmly, and that they might express it in words and in example; for the 
ministry of worship and of sanctification: that through their prayers and their carrying out of the 
sacred liturgical celebrations they might perfect the work oœ salvation through the Eucharistic 
sacrifice and the sacraments; for the ministry of the parish: that they might know how to make 
Christ present to men, Him who did not "come to be served but to serve and to give His life as a 
ransom for many" (Mark 10:45; cf. John 13:12-17), and that, having become the servants of all, 
they might win over all the more (cf. 1 Cor. 9:19).

Therefore, all the forms of training, spiritual, intellectual, disciplinary, are to be ordered with 
concerted effort towards this pastoral end, and to attain it all the administrators and teachers are to 
work zealously and harmoniously together, faithfully obedient to the authority of the bishop.

5. Since the training of students depends both on wise laws and, most of all, on qualified educators, 
the administrators and teachers of seminaries are to be selected from the best men, and are to be 
carefully prepared in sound doctrine, suitable pastoral experience and special spiritual and 
pedagogical training. Institutes, therefore, should be set up to attain this end. Or at least courses are 
to be arranged with a proper program, and the meetings of seminary directors are to take place at 
specified times.



Administrators, however, and teachers must be keenly aware of how much the success of the 
students' formation depends on their manner of thinking and acting. Under the rector's leadership 
they are to form a very closely knit community both in spirit and in activity and they are to 
constitute among themselves and with the students that kind of family that will answer to the Lord's 
prayer "That they be one" (cf. John 17:11) and that will develop in the students a deep joy in their 
own vocation. The bishop, on the other hand, should, with a constant and loving solicitude, 
encourage those who labor in the seminary and prove himself a true father in Christ to the students 
themselves. Finally, all priests are to look on the seminary as the heart of the diocese and are to 
offer willingly their own helpful service.

6. With watchful concern for the age of each and for his stage of progress, an inquiry should be 
made into the candidate's proper intention and freedom of choice, into his spiritual, moral and 
intellectual qualifications, into his appropriate physical and psychic health-taking into consideration 
also possible hereditary deficiencies. Also to be considered is the ability of the candidate to bear the 
priestly burdens and exercise the pastoral offices. 

In the entire process of selecting and testing students, however, a due firmness is to be adopted, 
even if a deplorable lack of priests should exist, since God will not allow His Church to want for 
ministers if those who are worthy are promoted and those not qualified are, at an early date, guided 
in a fatherly way to undertake other tasks. The latter should also be given sufficient direction so 
that, conscious of their vocation as Christians, they might eagerly embrace the lay apostolate.

7. Where individual dioceses are unable to institute their own seminaries properly, seminaries for 
many dioceses or for an entire region or for a country are to be set up and developed, so that the 
sound training of the students, which must be considered the supreme law in this matter, can be 
taken care of in a more effective manner. These seminaries, if they are regional or national, are to 
be regulated according to directives set down by the bishops concerned and approved by the 
Apostolic See.

In these seminaries, however, where there are many students, while retaining a unity of direction 
and of scientific training, the students should be conveniently divided into smaller groups so that a 
better provision is had for the personal formation of each. 

IV. 
THE CAREFUL DEVELOPMENT OF THE SPIRITUAL TRAINING 

8. The spiritual training should be closely connected with the doctrinal and pastoral, and, with the 
special help of the spiritual director, should be imparted in such a way that the students might learn 
to live in an intimate and unceasing union with the Father through His Son Jesus Christ in the Holy 
Spirit. Conformed to Christ the Priest through their sacred ordination they should be accustomed to 
adhere to Him as friends, in an intimate companionship, their whole life through. They should so 
live His paschal mystery themselves that they can initiate into it the flock committed to them. They 
should be taught to seek Christ in the faithful meditation on God's word, in the active participation 
in the sacred mysteries of the Church, especially in the Eucharist and in the divine office, in the 
bishop who sends them and in the people to whom they are sent, especially the poor, the children, 
the sick, the sinners and the unbelievers. They should love and venerate with a filial trust the most 
blessed Virgin Mary, who was given as mother to the disciple by Christ Jesus as He was dying on 
the cross.

Those practices of piety that are commended by the long usage of the Church should be zealously 
cultivated; but care should be taken lest the spiritual formation consist in them alone or lest it 
develop only a religious affectation. The students should learn to live according to the Gospel ideal, 
to be strengthened in faith, hope and charity, so that, in the exercise of these practices, they may 
acquire the spirit of prayer, learn to defend and strengthen their vocation, obtain an increase of other 
virtues and grow in the zeal to gain all men for Christ.



9. The students should be so saturated with the mystery of the Church, especially as described by 
this sacred synod, that, bound to the Vicar of Christ in a humble and trusting charity and, once 
ordained priests, adhering to their own bishop as faithful helpers and engaging in a common effort 
with their fellow-priests, they bear witness to that unity that attracts men to Christ. They should 
learn to take part with a generous heart in the life of the whole Church in accord with what St. 
Augustine wrote: "to the extent that one loves the Church of Christ, to that extent does he possess 
the Holy Spirit." The students should understand most clearly that they are not destined for 
domination or for honors but are given over totally to the service of God and to the pastoral 
ministry. With a particular concern should they be so formed in priestly obedience, in a simple way 
of life and in the spirit of self-denial that they are accustomed to giving up willingly even those 
things which are permitted but are not expedient, and to conform themselves to Christ crucified.

The students are to be made clearly aware of the burdens they will be undertaking, and no problem 
of the priestly life is to be concealed from them. This is to be done, however, not that they should be 
almost solely concerned with the notion of danger in their future labors, but rather that they might 
be more readily conformed to a spiritual life that more than in any other way is actually 
strengthened by the very pastoral work they do.

10. Students who follow the venerable tradition of celibacy according to the holy and fixed laws of 
their own rite are to be educated to this state with great care. For renouncing thereby the 
companionship of marriage for the sake of the kingdom of heaven (cf. Matt. 19:12), they embrace 
the Lord with an undivided love altogether befitting the new covenant, bear witness to the 
resurrection of the world to come (cf. Luke 20:36), and obtain a most suitable aid for the continual 
exercise of that perfect charity whereby they can become all things to all men in their priestly 
ministry. Let them deeply realize how gratefully that state ought to be received, not, indeed, only as 
commanded by ecclesiastical law, but as a precious gift of God for which they should humbly pray. 
Through the inspiration and help of the grace of the Holy Spirit let them freely and generously 
hasten to respond to this gift.

Students ought rightly to acknowledge the duties and dignity of Christian matrimony, which is a 
sign of the love between Christ and the Church. Let them recognize, however, the surpassing 
excellence of virginity consecrated to Christ, so that with a maturely deliberate and generous choice 
they may consecrate themselves to the Lord by a complete gift of body and soul.

They are to be warned of the dangers that threaten their chastity especially in present-day society. 
Aided by suitable safeguards, both divine and human, let them learn to integrate their renunciation 
of marriage in such a way that they may suffer in their lives and work not only no harm from 
celibacy but rather acquire a deeper mastery of soul and body and a fuller maturity, and more 
perfectly receive the blessedness spoken of in the Gospel.

11. The norms of Christian education are to be religiously observed and properly complemented by 
the newer findings of sound psychology and pedagogy. Therefore, by a wisely planned training 
there is also to be developed in the students a due human maturity. This will be made especially 
evident in stability of mind, in an ability to make weighty decisions, and in a sound evaluation of 
men and events. The students should be accustomed to work properly at their own development. 
They are to be formed in strength of character, and, in general, they are to learn to esteem those 
virtues which are held in high regard by men and which recommend a minister of Christ. Such 
virtues are sincerity of mind, a constant concern for justice, fidelity to one's promises, refinement in 
manners, modesty in speech coupled with charity. 

The discipline of seminary life is to be reckoned not only as a strong safeguard of community life 
and of charity but also as a necessary part of the total whole training formation. For thereby self- 
mastery is acquired, solid personal maturity is promoted, and the other dispositions of mind are 
developed which very greatly aid the ordered and fruitful activity of the Church. Seminary 
discipline should be so maintained, however, that the students acquire an internal attitude whereby 
they accept the authority of superiors from personal conviction, that is to say, from a motive of 



conscience (cf. Rom. 13:5), and for supernatural reasons. The norms of discipline are to be applied 
according to the age of the students so that they themselves, as they gradually learn self-mastery, 
may become accustomed to use freedom wisely, to act spontaneously and energetically, and to work 
together harmoniously with their fellows and with the laity.

The whole pattern of seminary life, permeated with a desire for piety and silence and a careful 
concern for mutual help, must be so arranged that it provides, in a certain sense, an initiation into 
the future life which the priest shall lead.

12. In order that the spiritual training rest upon a more solid basis and that the students embrace 
their vocation with a fully deliberate choice, it will be the prerogative of the bishops to establish a 
fitting period of time for a more intense introduction to the spiritual life. It will also be their charge 
to determine the opportuneness of providing for a certain interruption in the studies or of 
establishing a suitable introduction to pastoral work, in order that they may more satisfactorily test 
the fitness of candidates for the priesthood. In accordance with the conditions of individual regions 
it will also be the bishops' responsibility to make a decision about extending the age beyond that 
demanded at present by common law for the reception of sacred orders, and of deliberating whether 
it be opportune to rule that students, at the end of their course in theology, exercise the order of 
deacon for a fitting period of time before being promoted to the priesthood. 

V. 
THE REVISION OF ECCLESIASTICAL STUDIES 

13. Before beginning specifically ecclesiastical subjects, seminarians should be equipped with that 
humanistic and scientific training which young men in their own countries are wont to have as a 
foundation for higher studies. Moreover they are to acquire a knowledge of Latin which will enable 
them to understand and make use of the sources of so many sciences and of the documents of the 
Church. The study of the liturgical language proper to each rite should be considered necessary; a 
suitable knowledge of the languages of the Bible and of Tradition should be greatly encouraged.

14. In revising ecclesiastical studies the aim should first of all be that the philosophical and 
theological disciplines be more suitably aligned and that they harmoniously work toward opening 
more and more the minds of the students to the mystery of Christ. For it is this mystery which 
affects the whole history of the human race, continually influences the Church, and is especially at 
work in the priestly ministry.

That this vision be communicated to the students from the outset of their training, ecclesiastical 
studies are to be begun with an introductory course which should last for an appropriate length of 
time. In this initiation to ecclesiastical studies the mystery of salvation should be so proposed that 
the students perceive the meaning, order, and pastoral end of their studies. At the same time they 
should be helped to establish and penetrate their own entire lives with faith and be strengthened in 
embracing their vocation with a personal dedication and a joyful heart.

15. The philosophical disciplines are to be taught in such a way that the students are first of all led 
to acquire a solid and coherent knowledge of man, the world, and of God, relying on a 
philosophical patrimony which is perennially valid and taking into account the philosophical 
investigations of later ages. This is especially true of those investigations which exercise a greater 
influence in their own nations. Account should also be taken of the more recent progress of the 
sciences. The net result should be that the students, correctly understanding the characteristics of the 
contemporary mind, will be duly prepared for dialogue with men of their time. 

The history of philosophy should be so taught that the students, while reaching the ultimate 
principles of the various systems, will hold on to what is proven to be true therein and will be able 
to detect the roots of errors and to refute them.

In the very manner of teaching there should be stirred up in the students a love of rigorously 
searching for the truth and of maintaining and demonstrating it, together with an honest recognition 



of the limits of human knowledge. Attention must be carefully drawn to the necessary connection 
between philosophy and the true problems of life, as well as the questions which preoccupy the 
minds of the students. Likewise students should be helped to perceive the links between the subject-
matter of philosophy and the mysteries of salvation which are considered in theology under the 
higher light of faith.

16. The theological disciplines, in the light of faith and under the guidance of the magisterium of 
the Church, should be so taught that the students will correctly draw out Catholic doctrine from 
divine revelation, profoundly penetrate it, make it the food of their own spiritual lives, and be 
enabled to proclaim, explain, and protect it in their priestly ministry.

The students are to be formed with particular care in the study of the Bible, which ought to be, as it 
were, the soul of all theology. After a suitable introduction they are to be initiated carefully into the 
method of exegesis; and they are to see the great themes of divine revelation and to receive from 
their daily reading of and meditating on the sacred books inspiration and nourishment. 

Dogmatic theology should be so arranged that these biblical themes are proposed first of all. Next 
there should be opened up to the students what the Fathers of the Eastern and Western Church have 
contributed to the faithful transmission and development of the individual truths of revelation. The 
further history of dogma should also be presented, account being taken of its relation to the general 
history of the Church. Next, in order that they may illumine the mysteries of salvation as 
completely as possible, the students should learn to penetrate them more deeply with the help of 
speculation, under the guidance of St. Thomas, and to perceive their interconnections. They should 
be taught to recognize these same mysteries as present and working in liturgical actions and in the 
entire life of the Church. They should learn to seek the solutions to human problems under the light 
of revelation, to apply the eternal truths of revelation to the changeable conditions of human affairs 
and to communicate them in a way suited to men of our day. 

Likewise let the other theological disciplines be renewed through a more living contact with the 
mystery of Christ and the history of salvation. Special care must be given to the perfecting of moral 
theology. Its scientific exposition, nourished more on the teaching of the Bible, should shed light on 
the loftiness of the calling of the faithful in Christ and the obligation that is theirs of bearing fruit in 
charity for the life of the world. Similarly the teaching of canon law and of Church history should 
take into account the mystery of the Church, according to the dogmatic constitution "De Ecclesia" 
promulgated by this sacred synod. Sacred liturgy, which is to be considered as the primary and 
indispensable source of the truly Christian spirit, should be taught according to the mind of articles 
15 and 16 of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy.

The circumstances of various regions being duly considered, students are to be brought to a fuller 
understanding of the churches and ecclesial communities separated from the Apostolic Roman See, 
so that they may be able to contribute to the work of re- establishing unity among all Christians 
according to the prescriptions of this holy synod.

Let them also be introduced to a knowledge of other religions which are more widespread in 
individual regions, so that they may acknowledge more correctly what truth and goodness these 
religions, in God's providence, possess, and so that they may learn to refute their errors and be able 
to communicate the full light of truth to those who do not have it.

17. But since doctrinal training ought to tend not to a mere communication of ideas but to a true and 
intimate formation of the students, teaching methods are to be revised both as regards lectures, 
discussions, and seminars and also the development of study on the part of the students, whether 
done privately or in small groups. Unity and soundness of the entire training is carefully to be 
provided for by avoiding an excessive multiplication of courses and lectures and by the omission of 
those questions which scarcely retain any importance or which ought to be referred to higher 
academic studies.

18. It will be the bishops' concern that young men suited by temperament, virtue, and ability be sent 



to special institutes faculties, or universities so that priests may be trained at a higher scientific level 
in the sacred sciences and in other fields which may be judged opportune. Thus they will be able to 
meet the various needs of the apostolate. The spiritual and pastoral training of these men, however, 
especially if they are not yet ordained as priests, is in no way to be neglected. 

VI. 
THE PROMOTION OF STRICTLY PASTORAL TRAINING

19. That pastoral concern which ought to permeate thoroughly the entire training of the students 
also demands that they be diligently instructed in those matters which are particularly linked to the 
sacred ministry, especially in catechesis and preaching, in liturgical worship and the administration 
of the sacraments, in works of charity, in assisting the erring and the unbelieving, and in the other 
pastoral functions. They are to be carefully instructed in the art of directing souls, whereby they will 
be able to bring all the sons of the Church first of all to a fully conscious and apostolic Christian life 
and to the fulfillment of the duties of their state of life. Let them learn to help, with equal solicitude, 
religious men and women that they may persevere in the grace of their vocations and may make 
progress according to the spirit of their various Institutes.

In general, those capabilities are to be developed in the students which especially contribute to 
dialogue with men, such as the ability to listen to others and to open their hearts and minds in the 
spirit of charity to the various circumstances and needs of men.

20. They should also be taught to use the aids which the disciplines of pedagogy, psychology, and 
sociology can provide, according to correct methodology and the norms of ecclesiastical authority. 
Likewise, let them be properly instructed in inspiring and fostering the apostolic activity of the laity 
and in promoting the various and more effective forms of the apostolate. Let them also be imbued 
with that truly Catholic spirit which will accustom them to transcend the limits of their own diocese, 
nation, or rite, and to help the needs of the whole Church, prepared in spirit to preach the Gospel 
everywhere.

But since it is necessary for the students to learn the art of exercising the apostolate not only 
theoretically but also practically, and to be able to act both on their own responsibility and in 
harmonious conjunction with others, they should be initiated into pastoral work, both during their 
course of studies and also during the time of vacations, by opportune practical projects. These 
should be carried out in accordance with the age of the students and local conditions, and with the 
prudent judgment of the bishops, methodically and under the leadership of men skilled in pastoral 
work, the surpassing power of supernatural means being always remembered. 

VII. 
TRAINING TO BE ACHIEVED AFTER THE COURSE OF STUDIES 

21. Since priestly training, because of the circumstances particularly of contemporary society, must 
be pursued and perfected even after the completion of the course of studies in seminaries, it will be 
the responsibility of episcopal conferences in individual nations to employ suitable means to this 
end. Such would be pastoral institutes working together with suitably chosen parishes, meetings 
held at stated times, and appropriate projects whereby the younger clergy would be gradually 
introduced into the priestly life and apostolic activity, under its spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral 
aspects, and would be able, day by day, to renew and foster them more effectively. 

CONCLUSION 

The Fathers of this holy synod have pursued the work begun by the Council of Trent. While they 
confidently entrust to seminary administrators and teachers the task of forming the future priests of 
Christ in the spirit of the renewal promoted by this sacred synod, they earnestly exhort those who 
are preparing for the priestly ministry to realize that the hope of the Church and the salvation of 
souls is being committed to them. They urge them also to receive the norms of this decree willingly 
and thus to bring forth most abundant fruit which will always remain. 



DECREE ON 
THE ADAPTATION AND RENEWAL OF RELIGIOUS LIFE 

PERFECTAE CARITATIS 
PROCLAIMED BY HIS HOLINESS 

POPE PAUL VI 
ON OCTOBER 28, 1965 

1. The sacred synod has already shown in the constitution on the Church that the pursuit of perfect 
charity through the evangelical counsels draws its origin from the doctrine and example of the 
Divine Master and reveals itself as a splendid sign of the heavenly kingdom. Now it intends to treat 
of the life and discipline of those institutes whose members make profession of chastity, poverty 
and obedience and to provide for their needs in our time.

Indeed from the very beginning of the Church men and women have set about following Christ with 
greater freedom and imitating Him more closely through the practice of the evangelical counsels, 
each in his own way leading a life dedicated to God. Many of them, under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, lived as hermits or founded religious families, which the Church gladly welcomed and 
approved by her authority. So it is that in accordance with the Divine Plan a wonderful variety of 
religious communities has grown up which has made it easier for the Church not only to be 
equipped for every good work (cf. 2 Tim 3:17) and ready for the work of the ministry-the building 
up of the Body of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:12)-but also to appear adorned with the various gifts of her 
children like a spouse adorned for her husband (cf. Apoc. 21:2) and for the manifold Wisdom of 
God to be revealed through her (cf. Eph. 3:10).

Despite such a great variety of gifts, all those called by God to the practice of the evangelical 
counsels and who, faithfully responding to the call, undertake to observe the same, bind themselves 
to the Lord in a special way, following Christ, who chaste and poor (cf. Matt. 8:20; Luke 9:58) 
redeemed and sanctified men through obedience even to the death of the Cross (cf. Phil. 2:8). 
Driven by love with which the Holy Spirit floods their hearts (cf. Rom. 5:5) they live more and 
more for Christ and for His body which is the Church (cf. Col. 1:24). The more fervently, then, they 
are joined to Christ by this total life-long gift of themselves, the richer the life of the Church 
becomes and the more lively and successful its apostolate.

In order that the great value of a life consecrated by the profession of the counsels and its necessary 
mission today may yield greater good to the Church, the sacred synod lays down the following 
prescriptions. They are meant to state only the general principles of the adaptation and renewal of 
the life and discipline of Religious orders and also, without prejudice to their special characteristics, 
of societies of common life without vows and secular institutes. Particular norms for the proper 
explanation and application of these principles are to be determined after the council by the 
authority in question. 

2. The adaptation and renewal of the religious life includes both the constant return to the sources of 
all Christian life and to the original spirit of the institutes and their adaptation to the changed 
conditions of our time. This renewal, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit and the guidance of 
the Church, must be advanced according to the following principles: 

a) Since the ultimate norm of the religious life is the following of Christ set forth in the Gospels, let 
this be held by all institutes as the highest rule.

b) It redounds to the good of the Church that institutes have their own particular characteristics and 
work. Therefore let their founders' spirit and special aims they set before them as well as their 
sound traditions-all of which make up the patrimony of each institute-be faithfully held in honor.

c) All institutes should share in the life of the Church, adapting as their own and implementing in 
accordance with their own characteristics the Church's undertakings and aims in matters biblical, 
liturgical, dogmatic, pastoral, ecumenical, missionary and social.



d) Institutes should promote among their members an adequate knowledge of the social conditions 
of the times they live in and of the needs of the Church. In such a way, judging current events 
wisely in the light of faith and burning with apostolic zeal, they may be able to assist men more 
effectively.

e ) The purpose of the religious life is to help the members follow Christ and be united to God 
through the profession of the evangelical counsels. It should be constantly kept in mind, therefore, 
that even the best adjustments made in accordance with the needs of our age will be ineffectual 
unless they are animated by a renewal of spirit. This must take precedence over even the active 
ministry.

3. The manner of living, praying and working should be suitably adapted everywhere, but especially 
in mission territories, to the modern physical and psychological circumstances of the members and 
also, as required by the nature of each institute, to the necessities of the apostolate, the demands of 
culture, and social and economic circumstances. 

According to the same criteria let the manner of governing the institutes also be examined.

Therefore let constitutions, directories, custom books, books of prayers and ceremonies and such 
like be suitably re-edited and, obsolete laws being suppressed, be adapted to the decrees of this 
sacred synod.

4. An effective renewal and adaptation demands the cooperation of all the members of the institute.

However, to establish the norms of adaptation and renewal, to embody it in legislation as well as to 
make allowance for adequate and prudent experimentation belongs only to the competent 
authorities, especially to general chapters. The approbation of the Holy See or of the local Ordinary 
must be obtained where necessary according to law. But superiors should take counsel in an 
appropriate way and hear the members of the order in those things which concern the future well 
being of the whole institute.

For the adaptation and renewal of convents of nuns suggestions and advice may be obtained also 
from the meetings of federations or from other assemblies lawfully convoked.

Nevertheless everyone should keep in mind that the hope of renewal lies more in the faithful 
observance of the rules and constitutions than in multiplying laws.

5. Members of each institute should recall first of all that by professing the evangelical counsels 
they responded to a divine call so that by being not only dead to sin (cf. Rom. 6:11) but also 
renouncing the world they may live for God alone. They have dedicated their entire lives to His 
service. This constitutes a special consecration, which is deeply rooted in that of baptism and 
expresses it more fully.

Since the Church has accepted their surrender of self they should realize they are also dedicated to 
its service.

This service of God ought to inspire and foster in them the exercise of the virtues, especially 
humility, obedience, fortitude and chastity. In such a way they share in Christ's emptying of 
Himself (cf. Phil. 2:7) and His life in the spirit (cf. Rom. 8:1-13).

Faithful to their profession then, and leaving all things for the sake of Christ (cf. Mark 10:28), 
religious are to follow Him (cf. Matt. 19:21) as the one thing necessary (cf. Luke 10:42) listening to 
His words (cf. Luke 10:39) and solicitous for the things that are His (cf. 1 Cor. 7:32).

It is necessary therefore that the members of every community, seeking God solely and before 
everything else, should join contemplation, by which they fix their minds and hearts on Him, with 
apostolic love, by which they strive to be associated with the work of redemption and to spread the 
kingdom of God.

6. Let those who make profession of the evangelical counsels seek and love above all else God who 



has first loved us (cf. 1 John 4:10) and let them strive to foster in all circumstances a life hidden 
with Christ in God (cf. Col. 3:3). This love of God both excites and energizes that love of one's 
neighbor which contributes to the salvation of the world and the building up of the Church. This 
love, in addition, quickens and directs the actual practice of the evangelical counsels.

Drawing therefore upon the authentic sources of Christian spirituality, members of religious 
communities should resolutely cultivate both the spirit and practice of prayer. In the first place they 
should have recourse daily to the Holy Scriptures in order that, by reading and meditating on Holy 
Writ, they may learn "the surpassing worth of knowing Jesus Christ" (Phil. 3:8). They should 
celebrate the sacred liturgy, especially the holy sacrifice of the Mass, with both lips and heart as the 
Church desires and so nourish their spiritual life from this richest of sources.

So refreshed at the table of divine law and the sacred altar of God, they will love Christ's members 
as brothers, honor and love their pastors as sons should do, and living and thinking ever more in 
union with the Church, dedicate themselves wholly to its mission. 

7. Communities which are entirely dedicated to contemplation, so that their members in solitude 
and silence, with constant prayer and penance willingly undertaken, occupy themselves with God 
alone, retain at all times, no matter how pressing the needs of the active apostolate may be, an 
honorable place in the Mystical Body of Christ, whose "members do not all have the same function" 
(Rom. 12:4). For these offer to God a sacrifice of praise which is outstanding. Moreover the 
manifold results of their holiness lends luster to the people of God which is inspired by their 
example and which gains new members by their apostolate which is as effective as it is hidden. 
Thus they are revealed to be a glory of the Church and a well-spring of heavenly graces. 
Nevertheless their manner of living should be revised according to the principles and criteria of 
adaptation and renewal mentioned above. However their withdrawal from the world and the 
exercises proper to the contemplative life should be preserved with the utmost care.

8. There are in the Church very many communities, both clerical and lay, which devote themselves 
to various apostolic tasks. The gifts which these communities possess differ according to the grace 
which is allotted to them. Administrators have the gift of administration, teachers that of teaching, 
the gift of stirring speech is given to preachers, liberality to those who exercise charity and 
cheerfulness to those who help others in distress (cf. Rom. 12:5-8). "The gifts are varied, but the 
Spirit is the same" (1 Cor. 12:4).

In these communities apostolic and charitable activity belongs to the very nature of the religious 
life, seeing that it is a holy service and a work characteristic of love, entrusted to them by the 
Church to be carried out in its name. Therefore, the whole religious life of their members should be 
inspired by an apostolic spirit and all their apostolic activity formed by the spirit of religion. 
Therefore in order that their members may first correspond to their vocation to follow Christ and 
serve Him in His members, their apostolic activity must spring from intimate union with Him. Thus 
love itself towards God and the neighbor is fostered.

These communities, then, should adjust their rules and customs to fit the demands of the apostolate 
to which they are dedicated. The fact however that apostolic religious life takes on many forms 
requires that its adaptation and renewal take account of this diversity and provide that the lives of 
religious dedicated to the service of Christ in these various communities be sustained by special 
provisions appropriate to each.

9. The monastic life, that venerable institution which in the course of a long history has won for 
itself notable renown in the Church and in human society, should be preserved with care and its 
authentic spirit permitted to shine forth ever more splendidly both in the East and the West. The 
principal duty of monks is to offer a service to the divine majesty at once humble and noble within 
the walls of the monastery, whether they dedicate themselves entirely to divine worship in the 
contemplative life or have legitimately undertaken some apostolate or work of Christian charity. 
Retaining, therefore, the characteristics of the way of life proper to them, they should revive their 



ancient traditions of service and so adapt them to the needs of today that monasteries will become 
institutions dedicated to the edification of the Christian people.

Some religious communities according to their rule or constitutions closely join the apostolic life to 
choir duty and monastic observances. These should so adapt their manner of life to the demands of 
the apostolate appropriate to them that they observe faithfully their way of life, since it has been of 
great service to the Church.

10. The religious life, undertaken by lay people, either men or women, is a state for the profession 
of the evangelical counsels which is complete in itself. While holding in high esteem therefore this 
way of life so useful to the pastoral mission of the Church in educating youth, caring for the sick 
and carrying out its other ministries, the sacred synod confirms these religious in their vocation and 
urges them to adjust their way of life to modern needs.

The sacred synod declares that there is nothing to prevent some members of religious communities 
of brothers being admitted to holy orders by provision of their general chapter in order to meet the 
need for priestly ministrations in their own houses, provided that the lay character of the community 
remains unchanged.

11. Secular Institutes, although not Religious institutes involve a true and full profession of the 
evangelical counsels in the world. This profession is recognized by the Church and consecrates to 
God men and women, lay and clerical, who live in the world. Hence they should make a total 
dedication of themselves to God in perfect charity their chief aim, and the institutes themselves 
should preserve their own proper, i.e., secular character, so that they may be able to carry out 
effectively everywhere in and, as it were, from the world the apostolate for which they were 
founded.

It may be taken for granted, however, that so great a task cannot be discharged unless the members 
be thoroughly trained in matters divine and human so that they are truly a leaven in the world for 
the strengthening and growth of the body of Christ. Superiors, therefore, should give serious 
attention especially to the spiritual training to be given members as well as encourage their further 
formation.

12. The chastity "for the sake of the kingdom of heaven" (Matt. 19:12) which religious profess 
should be counted an outstanding gift of grace. It frees the heart of man in a unique fashion (cf. 1 
Cor. 7:32-35) so that it may be more inflamed with love for God and for all men. Thus it not only 
symbolizes in a singular way the heavenly goods but also the most suitable means by which 
religious dedicate themselves with undivided heart to the service of God and the works of the 
apostolate. In this way they recall to the minds of all the faithful that wondrous marriage decreed by 
God and which is to be fully revealed in the future age in which the Church takes Christ as its only 
spouse. 

Religious, therefore, who are striving faithfully to observe the chastity they have professed must 
have faith in the words of the Lord, and trusting in God's help not overestimate their own strength 
but practice mortification and custody of the senses. Neither should they neglect the natural means 
which promote health of mind and body. As a result they will not be influenced by those false 
doctrines which scorn perfect continence as being impossible or harmful to human development and 
they will repudiate by a certain spiritual instinct everything which endangers chastity. In addition let 
all, especially superiors, remember that chastity is guarded more securely when true brotherly love 
flourishes in the common life of the community.

Since the observance of perfect continence touches intimately the deepest instincts of human nature, 
candidates should neither present themselves for nor be admitted to the vow of chastity, unless they 
have been previously tested sufficiently and have been shown to possess the required psychological 
and emotional maturity. They should not only be warned about the dangers to chastity which they 
may meet but they should be so instructed as to be able to undertake the celibacy which binds them 
to God in a way which will benefit their entire personality.



13. Religious should diligently practice and if need be express also in new forms that voluntary 
poverty which is recognized and highly esteemed especially today as an expression of the following 
of Christ. By it they share in the poverty of Christ who for our sakes became poor, even though He 
was rich, so that by His poverty we might become rich (cf. 2 Cor. 8:9; Matt. 8:20). 

With regard to religious poverty it is not enough to use goods in a way subject to the superior's will, 
but members must be poor both in fact and in spirit, their treasures being in heaven (cf. Matt. 6:20).

Religious should consider themselves in their own assignments to be bound by the common law of 
labor, and while they procure what is required for their sustenance and works, they should banish 
all undue solicitude and trust themselves to the provident care of their Father in heaven (cf. Matt. 
6:25).

Religious congregations by their constitutions can permit their members to renounce inheritances, 
both those which have been acquired or may be acquired.

Due regard being had for local conditions, religious communities should readily offer a quasi-
collective witness to poverty and gladly use their own goods for other needs of the Church and the 
support of the poor whom all religious should love after the example of Christ (cf. Matt. 19:21, 
25:34-46 James 2:15-16; 1 John 3:17). The several provinces and houses of each community should 
share their temporal goods with one another, so that those who have more help the others who are in 
need.

Religious communities have the right to possess whatever is required for their temporal life and 
work, unless this is forbidden by their rules and constitutions. Nevertheless, they should avoid every 
appearance of luxury, excessive wealth and the accumulation of goods.

14. In professing obedience, religious offer the full surrender of their own will as a sacrifice of 
themselves to God and so are united permanently and securely to God's salvific will. 

After the example of Jesus Christ who came to do the will of the Father (cf. John 4:34; 5:30; Heb. 
10:7; Ps. 39:9) and "assuming the nature of a slave" (Phil. 2:7) learned obedience in the school of 
suffering (cf. Heb. 5:8), religious under the motion of the Holy Spirit, subject themselves in faith to 
their superiors who hold the place of God. Under their guidance they are led to serve all their 
brothers in Christ, just as Christ himself in obedience to the Father served His brethren and laid 
down His life as a ransom for many (cf. Matt. 20:28; John 10:14-18). So they are closely bound to 
the service of the Church and strive to attain the measure of the full manhood of Christ (Eph. 4:13).

Religious, therefore, in the spirit of faith and love for the divine will should humbly obey their 
superiors according to their rules and constitutions. Realizing that they are contributing to building 
up the body of Christ according to God's plan, they should use both the forces of their intellect and 
will and the gifts of nature and grace to execute the commands and fulfill the duties entrusted to 
them. In this way religious obedience, far from lessening the dignity of the human person, by 
extending the freedom of the sons of God, leads it to maturity.

Superiors, as those who are to give an account of the souls entrusted to them (Heb. 13:17), should 
fulfill their office in a way responsive to God's will. They should exercise their authority out of a 
spirit of service to the brethren, expressing in this way the love with which God loves their subjects. 
They should govern these as sons of God, respecting their human dignity. In this way they make it 
easier for them to subordinate their wills. They should be particularly careful to respect their 
subjects' liberty in the matters of sacramental confession and the direction of conscience. Subjects 
should be brought to the point where they will cooperate with an active and responsible obedience 
in undertaking new tasks and in carrying those already undertaken. And so superiors should gladly 
listen to their subjects and foster harmony among them for the good of the community and the 
Church, provided that thereby their own authority to decide and command what has to be done is 
not harmed. 

Chapters and deliberative bodies should faithfully discharge the part in ruling entrusted to them and 



each should in its own way express that concern for the good of the entire community which all its 
members share.

15. Common life, fashioned on the model of the early Church where the body of believers was 
united in heart and soul (cf. Acts 4:32), and given new force by the teaching of the Gospel, the 
sacred liturgy and especially the Eucharist, should continue to be lived in prayer and the 
communion of the same spirit. As members of Christ living together as brothers, religious should 
give pride of place in esteem to each other (cf. Rom. 12:10) and bear each other's burdens (cf. Gal. 
6:2). For the community, a true family gathered together in the name of the Lord by God's love 
which has flooded the hearts of its members through the Holy Spirit (cf.Rom. 5:5), rejoices because 
He is present among them (cf. Matt. 18:20). Moreover love sums up the whole law (cf. Rom. 
13:10), binds all together in perfect unity (cf. Col. 3:14) and by it we know that we have crossed 
over from death to life (cf. 1 John 3:14). Furthermore, the unity of the brethren is a visible pledge 
that Christ will return (cf. John 13:35; 17:21) and a source of great apostolic energy.

That all the members be more closely knit by the bond of brotherly love, those who are called lay-
brothers, assistants, or some similar name should be drawn closely in to the life and work of the 
community. Unless conditions really suggest something else, care should be taken that there be only 
one class of Sisters in communities of women. Only that distinction of persons should be retained 
which corresponds to-the diversity of works for which the Sisters are destined, either by special 
vocation from God or by reason of special aptitude.

However, monasteries of men and communities which are not exclusively lay can, according to 
their nature and constitutions, admit clerics and lay persons on an equal footing and with equal 
rights and obligations, excepting those which flow from sacred orders.

16. Papal cloister should be maintained in the case of nuns engaged exclusively in the 
contemplative life. However, it must be adjusted to conditions of time and place and obsolete 
practices suppressed. This should be done after due consultation with the monasteries in question. 
But other nuns applied by rule to apostolic work outside the convent should be exempted from 
papal cloister in order to enable them better to fulfill the apostolic duties entrusted to them. 
Nevertheless, cloister is to be maintained according to the prescriptions of their constitutions.

17. The religious habit, an outward mark of consecration to God, should be simple and modest, 
poor and at the same becoming. In addition it must meet the requirements of health and be suited to 
the circumstances of time and place and to the needs of the ministry involved. The habits of both 
men and women religious which do not conform to these norms must be changed.

18. Adaptation and renewal depend greatly on the education of religious. Consequently neither non-
clerical religious nor religious women should be assigned to apostolic works immediately after the 
novitiate. Rather, their religious and apostolic formation, joined with instruction in arts and science 
directed toward obtaining appropriate degrees, must be continued as needs require in houses 
established for those purposes.

In order that the adaptation of religious life to the needs of our time may not be merely external and 
that those employed by rule in the active apostolate may be equal to their task, religious must be 
given suitable instruction, depending on their intellectual capacity and personal talent, in the 
currents and attitudes of sentiment and thought prevalent in social life today. This education must 
blend its elements together harmoniously so that an integrated life on the part of the religious 
concerned results. 

Religious should strive during the whole course of their lives to perfect the culture they have 
received in matters spiritual and in arts and sciences. Likewise, superiors must, as far as this is 
possible, obtain for them the opportunity, equipment and time to do this.

Superiors are also obliged to see to it that directors, spiritual fathers, and professors are carefully 
chosen and thoroughly trained.



19. When the question of founding new religious communities arises, their necessity or at least the 
many useful services they promise must be seriously weighed. Otherwise communities may be 
needlessly brought into being which are useless or which lack sufficient resources. Particularly in 
those areas where churches have recently established, those forms of religious life should be 
promoted and developed which take into account the genius and way of life of the inhabitants and 
the customs and conditions of the regions. 

20. Religious communities should continue to maintain and fulfill the ministries proper to them. In 
addition, after considering the needs of the Universal Church and individual dioceses, they should 
adapt them to the requirements of time and place, employing appropriate and even new programs 
and abandoning those works which today are less relevant to the spirit and authentic nature of the 
community.

The missionary spirit must under all circumstances be preserved in religious communities. It should 
be adapted, accordingly, as the nature of each community permits, to modern conditions so that the 
preaching of the Gospel may be carried out more effectively in every nation.

21. There may be communities and monasteries which the Holy See, after consulting the interested 
local Ordinaries, will judge not to possess reasonable hope for further development. These should 
be forbidden to receive novices in the future. If it is possible, these should be combined with other 
more flourishing communities and monasteries whose scope and spirit is similar.

22. Independent institutes and monasteries should, when opportune and the Holy See permits, form 
federations if they can be considered as belonging to the same religious family. Others who have 
practically identical constitutions and rules and a common spirit should unite, particularly when 
they have too few members. Finally, those who share the same or a very similar active apostolate 
should become associated, one to the other.

23. This synod favors conferences or councils of major superiors, established by the Holy See. 
These can contribute very much to achieve the purpose of each institute; to encourage more 
effective cooperation for the welfare of the Church; to ensure a more just distribution of ministers 
of the Gospel in a given area; and finally to conduct affairs of interest to all religious. Suitable 
coordination and cooperation with episcopal conferences should be established with regard to the 
exercise of the apostolate.

Similar conferences should also be established for secular institutes.

24. Priests and Christian educators should make serious efforts to foster religious vocations, thereby 
increasing the strength of the Church, corresponding to its needs. These candidates should be 
suitably and carefully chosen. In ordinary preaching, the life of the evangelical counsels and the 
religious state should be treated more frequently. Parents, too, should nurture and protect religious 
vocations in their children by instilling Christian virtue in their hearts. 

Religious communities have the right to make themselves known in order to foster vocations and 
seek candidates. In doing this, however, they should observe the norms laid down by the Holy See 
and the local Ordinary.

Religious should remember there is no better way than their own example to commend their 
institutes and gain candidates for the religious life.

25. Religious institutes, for whom these norms of adaptation and renewal have been laid down, 
should respond generously to the specific vocation God gave them as well as their work in the 
Church today. The sacred synod highly esteems their way of life in poverty, chastity and obedience, 
of which Christ the Lord is Himself the exemplar. Moreover, their apostolate, most effective, 
whether obscure or well known, offers this synod great hope for the future. Let all religious, 
therefore, rooted in faith and filled with love for God and neighbor, love of the cross and the hope 
of future glory, spread the good news of Christ throughout the whole world so that their witness 
may be seen by all and our Father in heaven may be glorified (Matt. 5:16). Therefore, let them 



beseech the Virgin Mary, the gentle Mother of God, "whose life is a model for all,"(1) that their 
number may daily increase and their salutary work be more effective. 

NOTES 

1. St. Ambrose, De Virginitate, 1, II, c. II, n. 15. 
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PREFACE
1. The excellence of the order of priests in the Church has already been recalled to the minds of all 
by this sacred synod.(1) Since, however, in the renewal of Christ's Church tasks of the greatest 
importance and of ever increasing difficulty are being given to this order, it was deemed most 
useful to treat of the subject of priests at greater length and with more depth. What is said here 
applies to all priests, especially those devoted to the care of souls, with suitable adaptations being 
made for priests who are religious. Priests by sacred ordination and mission which they receive 
from the bishops are promoted to the service of Christ the Teacher, Priest and King. They share in 
his ministry, a ministry whereby the Church here on earth is unceasingly built up into the People of 
God, the Body of Christ and the Temple of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, in order that their ministry be 
carried on more effectively and their lives be better provided for, in pastoral and human 
circumstances which very often change so profoundly, this sacred synod declares and decrees as 
follows. 

CHAPTER I 

THE PRIESTHOOD IN THE MINISTRY OF THE CHURCH
2. The Lord Jesus, "whom the Father has sent into the world" (Jn 10:36) has made his whole 
Mystical Body a sharer in the anointing of the Spirit with which he himself is anointed.(1) In him 
all the faithful are made a holy and royal priesthood; they offer spiritual sacrifices to God through 
Jesus Christ, and they proclaim the perfections of him who has called them out of darkness into his 
marvelous light.(2) Therefore, there is no member who does not have a part in the mission of the 
whole Body; but each one ought to hallow Jesus in his heart,(3) and in the spirit of prophecy bear 
witness to Jesus.(4) 

The same Lord, however, has established ministers among his faithful to unite them together in one 
body in which, "not all the members have the same function" (Rom 12:4). These ministers in the 
society of the faithful are able by the sacred power of orders to offer sacrifice and to forgive sins,(5) 
and they perform their priestly office publicly for men in the name of Christ. Therefore, having sent 
the apostles just as he himself been sent by the Father,(6) Christ, through the apostles themselves, 
made their successors, the bishops,(7) sharers in his consecration and mission. The office of their 
ministry has been handed down, in a lesser degree indeed, to the priests.(8) Established in the order 
of the priesthood they can be co-workers of the episcopal order for the proper fulfillment of the 
apostolic mission entrusted to priests by Christ.(9)

The office of priests, since it is connected with the episcopal order, also, in its own degree, shares 
the authority by which Christ builds up, sanctifies and rules his Body. Wherefore the priesthood, 
while indeed it presupposes the sacraments of Christian initiation, is conferred by that special 
sacrament; through it priests, by the anointing of the Holy Spirit, are signed with a special character 
and are conformed to Christ the Priest in such a way that they can act in the person of Christ the 
Head.(10)



In the measure in which they participate in the office of the apostles, God gives priests a special 
grace to be ministers of Christ among the people. They perform the sacred duty of preaching the 
Gospel, so that the offering of the people can be made acceptable and sanctified by the Holy 
Spirit.(11) Through the apostolic proclamation of the Gospel, the People of God are called together 
and assembled. All belonging to this people, since they have been sanctified by the Holy Spirit, can 
offer themselves as "a sacrifice, living, holy, pleasing to God" (Rom 12:1). Through the ministry of 
the priests, the spiritual sacrifice of the faithful is made perfect in union with the sacrifice of Christ. 
He is the only mediator who in the name of the whole Church is offered sacramentally in the 
Eucharist and in an unbloody manner until the Lord himself comes.(12) The ministry of priests is 
directed to this goal and is perfected in it. Their ministry, which begins with the evangelical 
proclamation, derives its power and force from the sacrifice of Christ. Its aim is that "the entire 
commonwealth of the redeemed and the society of the saints be offered to God through the High 
Priest who offered himself also for us in his passion that we might be the body of so great a 
Head."(13) 

The purpose, therefore, which priests pursue in their ministry and by their life is to procure the 
glory of God the Father in Christ. That glory consists in this-that men working freely and with a 
grateful spirit receive the work of God made perfect in Christ and then manifest it in their whole 
lives. Hence, priests, while engaging in prayer and adoration, or preaching the word, or offering the 
Eucharistic Sacrifice and administering the other sacraments, or performing other works of the 
ministry for men, devote all this energy to the increase of the glory of God and to man's progress in 
the divine life. All of this, since it comes from the Pasch of Christ, will be crowned by the glorious 
coming of the same Lord, when he hands over the Kingdom to God the Father.(14)

3. Priests, who are taken from among men and ordained for men in the things that belong to God in 
order to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins,(15) nevertheless live on earth with other men as brothers. 
The Lord Jesus, the Son of God, a Man sent by the Father to men, dwelt among us and willed to 
become like his brethren in all things except sin.(16) The holy apostles imitated him. Blessed Paul, 
the doctor of the Gentiles, "set apart for the Gospel of God" (Rom 1:1) declares that he became all 
things to all men that he might save all.(17) Priests of the New Testament, by their vocation and 
ordination, are in a certain sense set apart in the bosom of the People of God. However, they are not 
to be separated from the People of God or from any person; but they are to be totally dedicated to 
the work for which the Lord has chosen them.(18) They cannot be ministers of Christ unless they be 
witnesses and dispensers of a life other than earthly life. But they cannot be of service to men if 
they remain strangers to the life and conditions of men.(19) Their ministry itself, by a special title, 
forbids that they be conformed to this world;(20) yet at the same time it requires that they live in 
this world among men. They are to live as good shepherds that know their sheep, and they are to 
seek to lead those who are not of this sheepfold that they, too, may hear the voice of Christ, so that 
there might be one fold and one shepherd.(21) To achieve this aim, certain virtues, which in human 
affairs are deservedly esteemed, contribute a great deal: such as goodness of heart, sincerity, 
strength and constancy of mind, zealous pursuit of justice, affability, and others. The Apostle Paul 
commends them saying: "Whatever things are true, whatever honorable, whatever just, whatever 
holy, whatever loving, whatever of good repute, if there be any virtue, if anything is worthy of 
praise, think upon these things" (Phil 4:8).(22) 

CHAPTER II 
The Ministry of Priests 

SECTION I 
Priests' Functions 

4. The People of God are joined together primarily by the word of the living God.(1) And rightfully 
they expect this from their priests.(2) Since no one can be saved who does not first believe,(3) 
priests, as co-workers with their bishops, have the primary duty of proclaiming the Gospel of God 
to all.(4) In this way they fulfill the command of the Lord: "Going therefore into the whole world 



preach the Gospel to every creature" (Mk 16:15),(5) and they establish and build up the People of 
God. Through the saving word the spark of faith is lit in the hearts of unbelievers, and fed in the 
hearts of the faithful. This is the way that the congregation of faithful is started and grows, just as 
the Apostle describes: "Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ" (Rom 
10:17).

To all men, therefore, priests are debtors that the truth of the Gospel(6) which they have may be 
given to others. And so, whether by entering into profitable dialogue they bring people to the 
worship of God,(7) whether by openly preaching they proclaim the mystery of Christ, or whether in 
the light of Christ they treat contemporary problems, they are relying not on their own wisdom for it 
is the word of Christ they teach, and it is to conversion and holiness that they exhort all men.(8) But 
priestly preaching is often very difficult in the circumstances of the modern world. In order that it 
might more effectively move men's minds, the word of God ought not to be explained in a general 
and abstract way, but rather by applying the lasting truth of the Gospel to the particular 
circumstances of life.

The ministry of the word is carried out in many ways, according to the various needs of those who 
hear and the special gifts of those who preach. In areas or communities of non-Christians, the 
proclaiming of the Gospel draws men to faith and to the sacraments of salvation.(9) In the Christian 
community, especially among those who seem to understand and believe little of what they practice, 
the preaching of the word is needed for the very ministering of the sacraments. They are precisely 
sacraments of faith, a faith which is born of and nourished by the word.(10) This is especially true 
of the Liturgy of the Word in the celebration of Mass, in which the proclaiming of the death and 
resurrection of Christ is inseparably joined to the response of the people who hear, and to the very 
offering whereby Christ ratified the New Testament in his blood. In this offering the faithful are 
united both by their dispositions and by their discernment of the sacrament.(11)

5. God, who alone is holy and who alone bestows holiness, willed to take as his companions and 
helpers men who would humbly dedicate themselves to the work of sanctification. Hence, through 
the ministry of the bishop, God consecrates priests, that being made sharers by special title in the 
priesthood of Christ, they might act as his ministers in performing sacred functions. In the liturgy 
they continue to carry on his priestly office by the action of his Spirit.(12) By Baptism men are truly 
brought into the People of God; by the sacrament of Penance sinners are reconciled to God and his 
Church; by the Anointing of the Sick, the ill are given solace; and especially by the celebration of 
Mass they offer sacramentally the Sacrifice of Christ. In administering all sacraments, as St. 
Ignatius Martyr(13) has borne witness from the early days of the Church, priests by various titles 
are bound together hierarchically with the bishop. And so in a certain way they make him present in 
every congregation.(14)

The other sacraments, as well as with every ministry of the Church and every work of the 
apostolate, are tied together with the Eucharist and are directed toward it.(15) The Most Blessed 
Eucharist contains the entire spiritual boon of the Church,(16) that is, Christ himself, our Pasch and 
Living Bread, by the action of the Holy Spirit through his very flesh vital and vitalizing, giving life 
to men who are thus invited and encouraged to offer themselves, their labors and all created things, 
together with him. In this light, the Eucharist shows itself as the source and the apex of the whole 
work of preaching the Gospel. Those under instruction are introduced by stages to a sharing in the 
Eucharist, and the faithful, already marked with the seal of Baptism and Confirmation, are through 
the reception of the Eucharist fully joined to the Body of Christ.

Thus the Eucharistic Action, over which the priest presides, is the very heart of the congregation. So 
priests must instruct their people to offer to God the Father the Divine Victim in the Sacrifice of the 
Mass, and to join to it the offering of their own lives. In the spirit of Christ the Shepherd, they must 
prompt their people to confess their sins with a contrite heart in the sacrament of Penance, so that, 
mindful of his words "Repent for the kingdom of God is at hand" (Mt 4:17), they are drawn closer 
to the Lord more and more each day. Priests likewise must instruct their people to participate in the 



celebrations of the sacred liturgy in such a way that they become proficient in genuine prayer. They 
must coax their people on to an ever more perfect and constant spirit of prayer for every grace and 
need. They must gently persuade everyone to the fulfillment of the duties of his state of life, and to 
greater progress in responding in a sensible way to the evangelical counsels. Finally, they must train 
the faithful to sing hymns and spiritual songs in their hearts to the Lord, always giving thanks to 
God the Father for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.(17)

Priests themselves extend to the other hours of the day the praise and thanksgiving of the 
Eucharistic celebration in praying the Divine Office, offered in the name of the Church for all the 
people entrusted to their care, and indeed for the whole world.

The house of prayer in which the Most Holy Eucharist is celebrated and reserved, where the faithful 
gather and where the presence of the Son of God, our Savior, offered for us on the altar of sacrifice 
bestows strength and blessings on the faithful, must be spotless and suitable for prayer and sacred 
functions.(18) There pastors and the faithful are called to acknowledge with grateful heart the gift of 
him, Who through his humanity constantly pours divine life into the members of his Body.(19) Let 
priests take care so to foster a knowledge of and facility in the liturgy, that by their own liturgical 
ministry Christian communities entrusted to their care may ever more perfectly give praise to God, 
the Father, and Son, and Holy Spirit. 

6. Exercising the office of Christ, the Shepherd and Head, and according to their share of his 
authority, priests, in the name of the bishop, gather the family of God together as a brotherhood 
enlivened by one spirit. Through Christ they lead them in the Holy Spirit to God the Father.(20) For 
the exercise of this ministry, as for the other priestly duties, spiritual power is conferred upon them 
for the building up of the Church.(21) In building up of the Church, priests must treat all with 
exceptional kindness in imitation of the Lord. They should act toward men, not as seeking to please 
them,(22) but in accord with the demands of Christian doctrine and life. They should teach them 
and admonish them as beloved sons,(23) according to the words of the Apostle: "Be urgent in 
season, out of season, reprove, entreat, rebuke in all patience and doctrine" (2 Tim 4:2).(24)

Priests therefore, as educators in the faith, must see to it either by themselves or through others that 
the faithful are led individually in the Holy Spirit to a development of their own vocation according 
to the Gospel, to a sincere and practical charity, and to that freedom with which Christ has made us 
free.(25) Ceremonies however beautiful, or associations however flourishing, will be of little value 
if they are not directed toward the education of men to Christian maturity.(26) In furthering this, 
priests should help men to see what is required and what is God's will in the important and 
unimportant events of life. Also, Christians should be taught that they live not only for themselves, 
but, according to the demands of the new law of charity; as every man has received grace, he must 
administer the same to others.(27) In this way, all will discharge in a Christian manner their duties 
in the community of men.

Although they have obligations toward all men, priests have a special obligation to the poor and 
weak entrusted to them, for our Lord himself showed that he was united to them,(28) and their 
evangelization is mentioned as a sign of messianic activity.(29) With special diligence, attention 
should be given to youth and also to married people and parents. It is desirable that these join 
together in friendly meetings for mutual aid in leading more easily and fully and in a Christian 
manner a life that is often difficult. Priests should remember that all religious, both men and 
women, who certainly have a distinguished place in the house of the Lord, deserve special care in 
their spiritual progress for the good of the whole Church. Finally, and above all, priests must be 
solicitous for the sick and the dying, visiting them and strengthening them in the Lord.(30)

The office of pastor is not confined to the care of the faithful as individuals, but also in a true sense 
is extended to the formation of a genuine Christian community. Yet the spirit of the community 
should be so fostered as to embrace not only the local church, but also the universal Church. The 
local community should promote not only the care of its own faithful, but, filled with a missionary 
zeal, it should prepare also the way to Christ for all men. In a special way, catechumens and the 



newly-baptized who must be educated gradually to know and to live the Christian life are entrusted 
to his care.

No Christian community, however, is built up unless it has its basis and center in the celebration of 
the most Holy Eucharist; from this, therefore, all education to the spirit of community must take its 
origin.(31) This celebration, if it is to be genuine and complete, should lead to various works of 
charity and mutual help, as well as to missionary activity and to different forms of Christian 
witness.

The ecclesial community by prayer, example, and works of penance, exercise a true motherhood 
toward souls who are to be led to Christ. The Christian community forms an effective instrument by 
which the path to Christ and his Church is pointed out and made smooth for non-believers. It is an 
effective instrument also for arousing, nourishing and strengthening the faithful for their spiritual 
combat.

In building the Christian community, priests are never to put themselves at the service of some 
human faction of ideology, but, as heralds of the Gospel and shepherds of the Church, they are to 
spend themselves for the spiritual growth of the Body of Christ. 

SECTION 2 
Priests' Relationships with Others 
7. All priests, in union with bishops, so share in one and the same priesthood and ministry of Christ 
that the very unity of their consecration and mission requires their hierarchical communion with the 
order of bishops.(32) At times in an excellent manner they manifest this communion in liturgical 
concelebration as joined with the bishop when they celebrate the Eucharistic Sacrifice.(33) 
Therefore, by reason of the gift of the Holy Spirit which is given to priests in Holy Orders, bishops 
regard them as necessary helpers and counselors in the ministry and in their role of teaching, 
sanctifying and nourishing the People of God.(34) Already in the ancient ages of the Church we 
find liturgical texts proclaiming this with insistence, as when they solemnly call upon God to pour 
out upon the candidate for priestly ordination "the spirit of grace and counsel, so that with a pure 
heart he may help and govern the People of God,"(35) just as in the desert the spirit of Moses was 
spread abroad in the minds of the seventy prudent men,(36) "and using them as helpers among the 
people, he easily governed countless multitudes."(37)

Therefore, on account of this communion in the same priesthood and ministry, bishops should 
regard priests as their brothers and friends(38) and be concerned as far as they are able for their 
material and especially for their spiritual well-being. For above all upon the bishops rests the heavy 
responsibility for the sanctity of their priests.(39) Therefore, they should exercise the greatest care 
in the continual formation of their priests.(40) They should gladly listen to their priests, indeed 
consult them and engage in dialogue with them in those matters which concern the necessities of 
pastoral work and welfare of the diocese. In order to put this into effect, there should be-in a manner 
suited to today's conditions and necessities,(41) and with a structure and norms to be determined by 
law-a body or senate(42) of priests representing all the priests. This representative body by its 
advice will be able to give the bishop effective assistance in the administration of the diocese.

Priests, never losing sight of the fullness of the priesthood which the bishops enjoy, must respect in 
them the authority of Christ, the Supreme Shepherd. They must therefore stand by their bishops in 
sincere charity and obedience.(43) This priestly obedience, imbued with a spirit of cooperation is 
based on the very sharing in the episcopal ministry which is conferred on priests both through the 
Sacrament of Orders and the canonical mission.(44)

This union of priests with their bishops is all the more necessary today since in our present age, for 
various reasons, apostolic undertakings must necessarily not only take on many forms but 
frequently extend even beyond the boundaries of one parish or diocese. No priest, therefore, can on 
his own accomplish his mission in a satisfactory way. He can do so only by joining forces with 
other priests under the direction of the Church authorities.



8. Priests by virtue of their ordination to the priesthood are united among themselves in an intimate 
sacramental brotherhood. In individual dioceses, priests form one priesthood under their own 
bishop. Even though priests are assigned to different duties, nevertheless they carry on one priestly 
ministry for men. All priests are sent as co-workers in the same apostolate, whether they engage in 
parochial or extra-parochial ministry. This is true whether they devote their efforts to scientific 
research or teaching, or whether by manual labor they share in the lot of the workers themselves-if 
there is need for this and competent authority approves-or finally whether they fulfill some other 
apostolic tasks or labor designed for the apostolate. All, indeed, are united in the building up of the 
Body of Christ which, especially in our times, requires manifold duties and new methods. It is very 
important that all priests, whether diocesan or religious, help one another always to be fellow 
workers in the truth.(45) Each one, therefore, is united in special bonds of apostolic charity, 
ministry and brotherhood with the other members of this priesthood. This has been manifested from 
ancient times in the liturgy when the priests present at an ordination are invited to impose hands 
together with the ordaining bishop on the new candidate, and with united hearts concelebrate the 
Sacred Eucharist. Each and every priest, therefore, is united with his fellow priests in a bond of 
charity, prayer and total cooperation. In this manner, they manifest that unity which Christ willed, 
namely, that his own be perfected in one so that the world might know that the Son was sent by the 
Father.(46)

Older priests, therefore, should receive younger priests as true brothers and help them in their first 
undertakings and priestly duties. The older ones should likewise endeavor to understand the 
mentality of younger priests, even though it be different from their own, and follow their projects 
with good will. By the same token, young priests should respect the age and experience of their 
seniors; they should seek their advice and willingly cooperate with them in everything that pertains 
to the care of souls. In a fraternal spirit, priests should extend hospitality,(47) cultivate kindliness 
and share their goods in common.(48) They should be particularly solicitous for the sick, the 
afflicted, those overburdened with work, the lonely, those exiled from their homeland, and those 
who suffer persecution.(49) They should gladly and joyfully gather together for recreation, 
remembering Christ's invitation to the weary apostles: "Come aside to a desert place, and rest 
awhile" (Mk 6:31). And further, in order that priests may find mutual assistance in the development 
of their spiritual and intellectual life, that they may be able to cooperate more effectively in their 
ministry and be saved from the dangers of loneliness which may arise, it is necessary that some kind 
of common life or some sharing of common life be encouraged among priests. This, however, may 
take many forms, according to different personal or pastoral needs, such as living together where 
this is possible, or having a common table, or at least by frequent and periodic meetings. One 
should hold also in high regard and eagerly promote those associations which, having been 
recognized by competent ecclesiastical authority, encourage priestly holiness in the ministry by the 
use of an appropriate and duly approved rule of life and by fraternal aid, intending thus to do 
service to the whole order of priests.

Finally, by reason of the same communion in the priesthood, priests should realize that they are 
obliged in a special manner toward those priests who labor under certain difficulties. They should 
give them timely help, and also, if necessary, admonish them discreetly. Moreover, they should 
always treat with fraternal charity and magnanimity those who have failed in some matters, offer 
urgent prayers to God for them, and continually show themselves as true brothers and friends.

9. Though priests of the New Testament, in virtue of the sacrament of Orders, exercise the most 
outstanding and necessary office of father and teacher among and for the People of God, they are 
nevertheless, together with all Christ's faithful, disciples of the Lord, made sharers in his Kingdom 
by the grace of God's call.(50) For priests are brothers among brothers(51) with all those who have 
been reborn at the baptismal font. They are all members of one and the same Body of Christ, the 
building up of which is required of everyone.(52)

Priests, therefore, must take the lead in seeking the things of Jesus Christ, not the things that are 
their own.(53) They must work together with the lay faithful, and conduct themselves in their midst 



after the example of their Master, who among men "came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, 
and to give his life as redemption for many" (Mt 20:28). Priests must sincerely acknowledge and 
promote the dignity of the laity and the part proper to them in the mission of the Church. And they 
should hold in high honor that just freedom which is due to everyone in the earthly city. They must 
willingly listen to the laity, consider their wants in a fraternal spirit, recognize their experience and 
competence in the different areas of human activity, so that together with them they will be able to 
recognize the signs of the times. While trying the spirits to see if they be of God,(54) priests should 
uncover with a sense of faith, acknowledge with joy and foster with diligence the various humble 
and exalted charisms of the laity. Among the other gifts of God, which are found in abundance 
among the laity, those are worthy of special mention by which not a few of the laity are attracted to 
a higher spiritual life. Likewise, they should confidently entrust to the laity duties in the service of 
the Church, allowing them freedom and room for action; in fact, they should invite them on suitable 
occasions to undertake worlds on their own initiative.(55)

Finally priests have been placed in the midst of the laity to lead them to the unity of charity, "loving 
one another with fraternal love, eager to give one another precedence" (Rom 12:10). It is their task, 
therefore, to reconcile differences of mentality in such a way that no one need feel himself a 
stranger in the community of the faithful. They are defenders of the common good, with which they 
are charged in the name of the bishop. At the same time, they are strenuous assertors of the truth, 
lest the faithful be carried about by every wind of doctrine.(56) They are united by a special 
solicitude with those who have fallen away from the use of the sacraments, or perhaps even from 
the faith. Indeed, as good shepherds, they should not cease from going out to them.

Mindful of the prescripts on ecumenism,(57) let them not forget their brothers who do not enjoy full 
ecclesiastical communion with us.

Finally, they have entrusted to them all those who do not recognize Christ as their Savior.

The Christian faithful, for their part, should realize their obligations to their priests, and with filial 
love they should follow them as their pastors and fathers. In like manner, sharing their cares, they 
should help their priests by prayer and work insofar as possible so that their priests might more 
readily overcome difficulties and be able to fulfill their duties more fruitfully.(58) 

SECTION 3 
The Distribution of Priests, and Vocations to the Priesthood 
10. The spiritual gift which priests receive at their ordination prepared them not for a sort of limited 
and narrow mission but for the widest possible and universal mission of salvation "even to the ends 
of the earth" (Acts 1:8), for every priestly ministry shares in the universality of the mission 
entrusted by Christ to his apostles. The priesthood of Christ, in which all priests really share, is 
necessarily intended for all peoples and all times, and it knows no limits of blood, nationality or 
time, since it is already mysteriously prefigured in the person of Melchisedech.(59) Let priests 
remember, therefore, that the care of all churches must be their intimate concern. Hence, priests of 
such dioceses as are rich in vocations should show themselves willing and ready, with the 
permission of their own ordinaries (bishops), to volunteer for work in other regions, missions or 
endeavors which are poor in numbers of clergy. 

Present norms of incardination and excardination should be so revised that, while this ancient 
institution still remains intact, they will better correspond to today's pastoral needs. Where a real 
apostolic spirit requires it, not only should a better distribution of priests be brought about but there 
should also be favored such particular pastoral works as are necessary in any region or nation 
anywhere on earth. To accomplish this purpose there should be set up international seminaries, 
special personal dioceses or prelatures (vicariates), and so forth, by means of which, according to 
their particular statutes and always saving the right of bishops, priests may be trained and 
incardinated for the good of the whole Church.

Priests should not be sent singly to a new field of labor, especially to one where they are not 



completely familiar with the language and customs; rather, after the example of the disciples of 
Christ,(60) they should be sent two or three together so that they may be mutually helpful to one 
another. Likewise, thoughtful care should be given to their spiritual life as well as their mental and 
bodily welfare; and, so far as is possible, the circumstances and conditions of labor should be 
adapted to individual needs and capabilities. At the same time it will be quite advantageous if those 
priests who go to work in a nation new to them not only know well the language of that place but 
also the psychological and social milieu peculiar to the people they go to serve, so that they may 
communicate with them easily, thus following the example of Paul the Apostle who could say of 
himself: "For when I was free of all I made myself the servant of all, that I might win over many. 
Among Jews I was a Jew that I might win over the Jews" (1 Cor 9:19-20).

11. The Shepherd and Bishop of our souls(61) so constituted his Church that the people whom he 
chose and acquired by his blood(62) would have its priests to the end of time, and that Christians 
would never be like sheep without a shepherd.(63) Recognizing Christ's desire, and at the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the apostles considered it their duty to select men "who will be 
capable of teaching others" (2 Tim 2:2). This duty, then, is a part oœ the priestly mission by which 
every priest becomes a sharer in the care of the whole Church, lest ministers be ever lacking for the 
People of God on earth. Since, however, there is common cause between the captain of a ship and 
the sailors,(64) let all Christian people be taught that it is their duty to cooperate in one way or 
another, by constant prayer and other means at their disposal,(65) that the Church will always have 
a sufficient number of priests to carry out her divine mission. In the first place, therefore, it is the 
duty of priests, by the ministry of the word and by the example of their own lives, showing forth the 
spirit of service and the paschal joy to demonstrate to the faithful the excellence and necessity of the 
priesthood; then they should see to it that young men and adults whom they judge worthy of such 
ministry should be called by their bishops to ordination, sparing no effort or inconvenience in 
helping them to prepare for this call, always saving their internal and external freedom of action. In 
this effort, diligent and prudent spiritual direction is of the greatest value. Parents and teachers and 
all who are engaged in any way in the education of boys and young men should so prepare them 
that they will recognize the solicitude of our Lord for his flock, will consider the needs of the 
Church, and will be prepared to respond generously to our Lord when he calls, saying: "Here I am 
Lord, send me" (Is 6:8). This voice of the Lord calling, however, is never to be expected as 
something which in an extraordinary manner will be heard by the ears of the future priest. It is 
rather to be known and understood in the manner in which the will of God is daily made known to 
prudent Christians. These indications should be carefully noted by priests.(66)

Works favoring vocations, therefore, whether diocesan or national, are highly recommended to the 
consideration of priests.(67) In sermons, in catechetical instructions, and written articles, priests 
should set forth the needs of the Church both locally and universally, putting into vivid light the 
nature and excellence of the priestly ministry, which consoles heavy burdens with great joys, and in 
which in a special way, as the Fathers of the Church point out, the greatest love of Christ can be 
shown.(68) 

CHAPTER III 

The Life of Priests 

SECTION 1 
The Vocation of Priests to the Life of Perfection 
12. Priests are made in the likeness of Christ the Priest by the Sacrament of Orders, so that they 
may, in collaboration with their bishops, work for the building up and care of the Church which is 
the whole Body of Christ, acting as ministers of him who is the Head. Like all other Christians they 
have received in the sacrament of Baptism the symbol and gift of such a calling and such grace that 
even in human weakness(1) they can and must seek for perfection, according to the exhortation of 
Christ: "Be you therefore perfect, as your Heavenly Father is perfect" (Mt 5:48). Priests are bound, 
however, to acquire that perfection in special fashion. They have been consecrated by God in a new 



manner at their ordination and made living instruments of Christ the Eternal Priest that they may be 
able to carry on in time his marvelous work whereby the entire family of man is again made whole 
by power from above.(2) Since, therefore, every priest in his own fashion acts in place of Christ 
himself, he is enriched by a special grace, so that, as he serves the flock committed to him and the 
entire People of God, he may the better grow in the grace of him whose tasks he performs, because 
to the weakness of our flesh there is brought the holiness of him who for us was made a High Priest 
"holy, guiltless, undefiled not reckoned among us sinners" (Heb 7:26).

Christ, whom the Father sanctified, consecrated and sent into the world,(3) "gave himself for us that 
he might redeem us from all iniquity and cleanse for himself an acceptable people, pursuing good 
works" (Tt 2:14), and thus through suffering entered into his glory.(4) In like fashion, priests 
consecrated by the anointing of the Holy Spirit and sent by Christ must mortify the works of the 
flesh in themselves and give themselves entirely to the service of men. It is in this way that they can 
go forward in that holiness with which Christ endows them to perfect man.(5) 

Hence, those who exercise the ministry of the spirit and of justice(6) will be confirmed in the life of 
the spirit, so long as they are open to the Spirit of Christ, who gives them life and direction. By the 
sacred actions which are theirs daily as well as by their entire ministry which they share with the 
bishop and their fellow priests, they are directed to perfection in their lives. Holiness does much for 
priests in carrying on a fruitful ministry. Although divine grace could use unworthy ministers to 
effect the work of salvation, yet for the most part God chooses, to show forth his wonders, those 
who are more open to the power and direction of the Holy Spirit, and who can by reason of their 
close union with Christ and their holiness of life say with St. Paul: "And yet I am alive; or rather, 
not I; it is Christ that lives in me" (Gal 2:20).

Hence, this holy council, to fulfill its pastoral desires of an internal renewal of the Church, of the 
spread of the Gospel in every land and of a dialogue with the world of today, strongly urges all 
priests that they strive always for that growth in holiness by which they will become consistently 
better instruments in the service of the whole People of God, using for this purpose those means 
which the Church has approved.(7)

13. Priests who perform their duties sincerely and indefatigably in the Spirit of Christ arrive at 
holiness by this very fact. 

Since they are ministers of God's word, each day they read and hear the word of God, which it is 
their task to teach others. If at the same time they are ready to receive the word themselves they will 
grow daily into more perfect followers of the Lord. As St. Paul wrote to Timothy, "Let this be thy 
study, these thy employments, so that all may see how well thou doest. Two things claim thy 
attention, thyself and the teaching of the faith, spend thy care on them; so wilt thou and those who 
listen to thee achieve salvation" (1 Tim 4:15-16). As they seek how they may better teach others 
what they have learned,(8) they will better understand "the unfathomable riches of Christ" (Eph 3:8) 
and the manifold wisdom of God.(9) If they keep in mind that it is God who opens hearts,(10) and 
that power comes not from themselves but from the might of God,(11) in the very fact of teaching 
God's word they will be brought closer to Christ the Teacher and led by his Spirit. Thus those who 
commune with Christ share in God's love, the mystery of which, kept hidden from the beginning of 
time,(12) is revealed in Christ.

Priests act especially in the person of Christ as ministers of holy things, particularly in the Sacrifice 
of the Mass, the sacrifice of Christ who gave himself for the sanctification of men. Hence, they are 
asked to take example from that with which they deal, and inasmuch as they celebrate the mystery 
of the Lord's death they should keep their bodies free of wantonness and lusts.(13) In the mystery of 
the Eucharistic Sacrifice, in which priests fulfill their greatest task, the work of our redemption is 
being constantly carried on;(14) and hence the daily celebration of Mass is strongly urged, since 
even if there cannot be present a number of the faithful, it is still an act of Christ and of the 
Church.(15) Thus when priests join in the act of Christ the Priest, they offer themselves entirely to 
God, and when they are nourished with the body of Christ they profoundly share in the love of him 



who gives himself as food to the faithful. In like fashion they are united with the intention and love 
of Christ when they administer the sacraments. This is true in a special way when in the 
performance of their duty in the sacrament of Penance they show themselves altogether and always 
ready whenever the sacrament is reasonably sought by the faithful. In the recitation of the Divine 
Office, they offer the voice of the Church which perseveres in prayer in the name of the whole 
human race, together with Christ who "lives on still to make intercession on our behalf."

As they direct and nourish the People of God, may they be aroused by the example of the Good 
Shepherd that they may give their life for their sheep,(16) ready for the supreme sacrifice following 
the example of priests who, even in our own day, have not shrunk from giving their lives. As they 
are leaders in the faith and as they "enter the sanctuary with confidence, through the blood of 
Christ" (Heb 10:19) they approach God "with sincere hearts in the full assurance of the faith" (Heb 
10:22) they set up a sure hope for their faithful,(17) that they may comfort those who are depressed 
by the same consolation wherewith God consoles them.(18) As leaders of the community they 
cultivate an asceticism becoming to a shepherd of souls, renouncing their personal convenience, 
seeking not what is useful to themselves but to many, for their salvation,(19) always making further 
progress to do their pastoral work better and, where needful, prepared to enter into new pastoral 
ways under the direction of the Spirit of Love, which breathes where it will.(20)

14. In the world of today, when people are so burdened with duties and their problems, which 
oftentimes have to be solved with great haste, range through so many fields, there is considerable 
danger of dissipating their energy. Priests, too, involved and constrained by so many obligations of 
their office, certainly have reason to wonder how they can coordinate and balance their interior life 
with feverish outward activity. Neither the mere external performance of the works of the ministry, 
nor the exclusive engagement in pious devotion, although very helpful, can bring about this 
necessary coordination. Priests can arrive at this only by following the example of Christ our Lord 
in their ministry. His food was to follow the will of him who had sent him to accomplish his 
work.(21)

In order to continue doing the will of his Father in the world, Christ works unceasingly through the 
Church. He operates through his ministers, and hence he remains always the source and wellspring 
of the unity of their lives. Priests, then, can achieve this coordination and unity of life by joining 
themselves with Christ to acknowledge the will of the Father. For them this means a complete gift 
of themselves to the flock committed to them.(22) Hence, as they fulfill the role of the Good 
Shepherd, in the very exercise of their pastoral charity they will discover a bond of priestly 
perfection which draws their life and activity to unity and coordination. This pastoral charity(23) 
flows out in a very special way from the Eucharistic sacrifice. This stands as the root and center of 
the whole life of a priest. What takes place on the altar of sacrifice, the priestly heart must make his 
own. This cannot be done unless priests through prayer continue to penetrate more deeply into the 
mystery of Christ. 

In order to measure and verify this coordination of life in a concrete way, let priests examine all 
their works and projects to see what is the will of God(24)-namely, to see how their endeavors 
compare with the goals of the Gospel mission of the Church. Fidelity to Christ cannot be separated 
from faithfulness to his Church. Pastoral charity requires that priests avoid operating in a 
vacuum(25) and that they work in a strong bond of union with their bishops and brother priests. If 
this be their program, priests will find the coordination and unity of their own life in the oneness of 
the Church's mission. They will be joined with the Lord and through him with the Father in the 
Holy Spirit. This will bring them great satisfaction and a full measure of happiness.(26) 

SECTION 2 
Special Spiritual Requirements in the Life of a Priest 
15. Among the virtues that priests must possess for their sacred ministry none is so important as a 
frame of mind and soul whereby they are always ready to know and do the will of him who sent 
them and not their own will.(27) The divine task that they are called by the Holy Spirit to fulfill(28) 



surpasses all human wisdom and human ability. "God chooses the weak things of the world to 
confound the strong" (1 Cor 1:27). Aware of his own weakness, the true minister of Christ works in 
humility trying to do what is pleasing to God.(29) Filled with the Holy Spirit,(30) he is guided by 
him who desires the salvation of all men. He understands this desire of God and follows it in the 
ordinary circumstances of his everyday life. With humble disposition he waits upon all whom God 
has sent him to serve in the work assigned to him and in the multiple experiences of his life. 

However, the priestly ministry, since it is the ministry of the Church itself, can only function in the 
hierarchical union of the whole body. Pastoral charity, therefore, urges priests, as they operate in the 
framework of this union, to dedicate their own will by obedience to the service of God and their 
fellow men. In a great spirit of faith, let them receive and execute whatever orders the holy father, 
their own bishop, or other superiors give or recommend. 

With a willing heart let them spend and even exhaust themselves(31) in whatever task they are 
given, even though it be menial and unrecognized. They must preserve and strengthen a necessary 
oneness with their brothers in the ministry, especially with those whom God has selected as visible 
rulers of his Church. For in this way they are laboring to build the Body of Christ which grows 
"through every gesture of service."(32) This obedience is designed to promote the mature freedom 
of the children of God; by its very nature it postulates that in the carrying out of their work, spurred 
on by charity, they develop new approaches and methods for the greater good of the Church. With 
enthusiasm and courage, let priests propose new projects and strive to satisfy the needs of their 
flocks. Of course, they must be ready to submit to the decisions of those who rule the Church of 
God.

By this humility and by willing responsible obedience, priests conform themselves to Christ. They 
make their own the sentiments of Jesus Christ who "emptied himself, taking on the form of a 
servant," becoming obedient even to death (Phil 2:7-9). By this obedience he conquered and made 
up for the disobedience of Adam, as the Apostle testifies, "for as by the disobedience of one man, 
many were made sinners, so also by the obedience of one, many shall be made just"(Rom 5:19).

16. (Celibacy is to be embraced and esteemed as a gift). Perfect and perpetual continence for the 
sake of the Kingdom of Heaven, commended by Christ the Lord(33) and through the course of time 
as well as in our own days freely accepted and observed in a praiseworthy manner by many of the 
faithful, is held by the Church to be of great value in a special manner for the priestly life. It is at the 
same time a sign and a stimulus for pastoral charity and a special source of spiritual fecundity in the 
world.(34) Indeed, it is not demanded by the very nature of the priesthood, as is apparent from the 
practice of the early Church(35) and from the traditions of the Eastern Churches. where, besides 
those who with all the bishops, by a gift of grace, choose to observe celibacy, there are also married 
priests of highest merit. This holy synod, while it commends ecclesiastical celibacy, in no way 
intends to alter that different discipline which legitimately flourishes in the Eastern Churches. It 
permanently exhorts all those who have received the priesthood and marriage to persevere in their 
holy vocation so that they may fully and generously continue to expend themselves for the sake of 
the flock commended to them.(36)

Indeed, celibacy has a many-faceted suitability for the priesthood. For the whole priestly mission is 
dedicated to the service of a new humanity which Christ, the victor over death, has aroused through 
his Spirit in the world and which has its origin "not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the 
will of man but of God (Jn 1:13). Through virginity, then, or celibacy observed for the Kingdom of 
Heaven,(37) priests are consecrated to Christ by a new and exceptional reason. They adhere to him 
more easily with an undivided heart,(38) they dedicate themselves more freely in him and through 
him to the service of God and men, and they more expeditiously minister to his Kingdom and the 
work of heavenly regeneration, and thus they are apt to accept, in a broad sense, paternity in Christ. 
In this way they profess themselves before men as willing to be dedicated to the office committed to 
them-namely, to commit themselves faithfully to one man and to show themselves as a chaste virgin 
for Christ(39) and thus to evoke the mysterious marriage established by Christ, and fully to be 



manifested in the future, in which the Church has Christ as her only Spouse.(40) They give, 
moreover, a living sign of the world to come, by a faith and charity already made present, in which 
the children of the resurrection neither marry nor take wives.(41)

For these reasons, based on the mystery of Christ and his mission, celibacy, which first was 
recommended to priests, later in the Latin Church was imposed upon all who were to be promoted 
to sacred orders. This legislation, pertaining to those who are destined for the priesthood, this holy 
synod again approves and confirms, fully trusting this gift of the Spirit so fitting for the priesthood 
of the New Testament, freely given by the Father, provided that those who participate in the 
priesthood of Christ through the sacrament of Orders-and also the whole Church-humbly and 
fervently pray for it. This sacred synod also exhorts all priests who, in following the example of 
Christ, freely receive sacred celibacy as a grace of God, that they magnanimously and 
wholeheartedly adhere to it, and that persevering faithfully in it, they may acknowledge this 
outstanding gift of the Father which is so openly praised and extolled by the Lord.(42) Let them 
keep before their eyes the great mysteries signified by it and fulfilled in it. Insofar as perfect 
continence is thought by many men to be impossible in our times, to that extent priests should all 
the more humbly and steadfastly pray with the Church for that grace of fidelity, which is never 
denied those who seek it, and use all the supernatural and natural aids available. They should 
especially seek, lest they omit them, the ascetical norms which have been proved by the experience 
of the Church and which are scarcely less necessary in the contemporary world. This holy synod 
asks not only priests but all the faithful that they might receive this precious gift of priestly celibacy 
in their hearts and ask of God that he will always bestow this gift upon his Church. 

17. (Relationship to the world and temporal goods, and voluntary poverty.) In their friendly and 
brotherly dealings with one another and with other men, priests are able to learn and appreciate 
human values and esteem created goods as gifts of God. By living in the world, let priests know 
how not to be of the world, according to the word of our Lord and Master.(43) By using the world 
as those who do not use it,(44) let them achieve that freedom whereby they are free from every 
inordinate concern and become docile to the voice of God in their daily life. From this freedom and 
docility grows spiritual discretion in which is found the right relationship to the world and earthly 
goods. Such a right relationship is of great importance to priests, because the mission of the Church 
is fulfilled in the midst of the world and because created goods are altogether necessary for the 
personal development of man. Let them be grateful, therefore, for all that the heavenly Father has 
given them to lead a full life rightly, but let them see all that comes to them in the light of faith, so 
that they might correctly use goods in response to the will of God and reject those which are 
harmful to their mission.

For priests who have the Lord as their "portion and heritage," (Num 18:20) temporal goods should 
be used only toward ends which are licit according to the doctrine of Christ and the direction of the 
Church.

Ecclesiastical goods, properly so called, according to their nature and ecclesiastical law, should be 
administered by priests with the help of capable laymen as far as possible and should always be 
employed for those purposes in the pursuit of which it is licit for the Church to possess temporal 
goods-namely, for the carrying out of divine worship, for the procuring of honest sustenance for the 
clergy, and for the exercise of the works of the holy apostolate or works of charity, especially in 
behalf of the needy.(45) Those goods which priests and bishops receive for the exercise of their 
ecclesiastical office should be used for adequate support and the fulfillment of their office and 
status, excepting those governed by particular laws.(46) That which is in excess they should be 
willing to set aside for the good of the Church or for works of charity. Thus they are not to seek 
ecclesiastical office or the benefits of it for the increase of their own family wealth.(47) Therefore, 
in no way placing their heart in treasures,(48) they should avoid all greediness and carefully abstain 
from every appearance of business.

Priests, moreover, are invited to embrace voluntary poverty by which they are more manifestly 



conformed to Christ and become eager in the sacred ministry. For Christ, though he was rich, 
became poor on account of us, that by his need we might become rich.(49) And by their example 
the apostles witnessed that a free gift of God is to be freely given,(50) with the knowledge of how 
to sustain both abundance and need.(51) A certain common use of goods, similar to the common 
possession of goods in the history of the primitive Church,(52) furnishes an excellent means of 
pastoral charity. By living this form of life, priests can laudably reduce to practice that spirit of 
poverty commended by Christ.

Led by the Spirit of the Lord, who anointed the Savior and sent him to evangelize the poor,(53) 
priests, therefore, and also bishops, should avoid everything which in any way could turn the poor 
away. Before the other followers of Christ, let priests set aside every appearance of vanity in their 
possessions. Let them arrange their homes so that they might not appear unapproachable to anyone, 
lest anyone, even the most humble, fear to visit them. 

SECTION THREE 
Aids to the Life of Priests 
18. (Aids to encourage the spiritual life.) In order that, in all conditions of life, they may be able to 
grow in union with Christ, priests, besides the exercise of their conscious ministry, enjoy the 
common and particular means, old and new, which the Spirit never ceases to arouse in the People of 
God and which the Church commends, and sometimes commands,(54) for the sanctification of her 
members. Outstanding among all these spiritual aids are those acts by which the faithful are 
nourished in the Word of God at the double table of the Sacred Scripture and the Eucharist.(55) The 
importance of frequent use of these for the sanctification of priests is obvious to all. The ministers 
of sacramental grace are intimately united to Christ our Savior and Pastor through the fruitful 
reception of the sacraments, especially sacramental Penance, in which, prepared by the daily 
examination of conscience, the necessary conversion of heart and love for the Father of Mercy is 
greatly deepened. Nourished by spiritual reading, under the light of faith, they can more diligently 
seek signs of God's will and impulses of his grace in the various events of life, and so from day to 
day become more docile to the mission they have assumed in the Holy Spirit. They will always find 
a wonderful example of such docility in the Blessed Virgin Mary, who was led by the Holy Spirit to 
dedicate herself totally to the mystery of man's redemption.(56) Let priests love and venerate with 
filial devotion and veneration this mother of the Eternal Highpriest, Queen of Apostles and 
Protector of their own ministry.

In the fulfillment of their ministry with fidelity to the daily colloquy with Christ, a visit to and 
veneration of the Most Holy Eucharist, spiritual retreats and spiritual direction are of great worth. In 
many ways, but especially through mental prayer and the vocal prayers which they freely choose, 
priests seek and fervently pray that God will grant them the spirit of true adoration whereby they 
themselves, along with the people committed to them, may intimately unite themselves with Christ 
the Mediator of the New Testament, and so as adopted children of God may be able to call out 
"Abba, Father" (Rom 8:15).

19. (Study and pastoral knowledge.) Priests are admonished by their bishop in the sacred rite of 
ordination that they "be mature in knowledge" and that their doctrine be "spiritual medicine for the 
People of God."(57) The knowledge of the sacred minister ought to be sacred because it is drawn 
from the sacred source and directed to a sacred goal. Especially is it drawn from reading and 
meditating on the Sacred Scriptures,(58) and it is equally nourished by the study of the Holy Fathers 
and other Doctors and monuments or tradition. In order, moreover, that they may give apt answers 
to questions posed by men of this age, it is necessary for priests to know well the doctrines of the 
magisterium and the councils and documents of the Roman pontiffs and to consult the best of 
prudent writers of theological science.

Since human culture and also sacred science has progressed in our times, priests are urged to 
suitably and without interruption perfect their knowledge of divine things and human affairs and so 
prepare themselves to enter more opportunely into conversation with their contemporaries.



Therefore, let priests more readily study and effectively learn the methods of evangelization and the 
apostolate. Let opportune aids be prepared with all care, such as the institution of courses and 
meetings according to territorial conditions, the erection of centers of pastoral studies, the 
establishment of libraries, and the qualified supervision of studies by suitable persons. Moreover, 
let bishops, either individually or united in groups, see to it that all their priests at established 
intervals, especially a few years after their ordination,(59) may be able to frequent courses in which 
they will be given the opportunity to acquire a fuller knowledge of pastoral methods and theological 
science, both in order that they may strengthen their spiritual life and mutually communicate their 
apostolic experiences with their brothers.(60) New pastors and those who have newly begun 
pastoral work, as well as those who are sent to other dioceses or nations, should be helped by these 
and other suitable means with special care.

Finally, the bishops will be solicitous that there will be some who dedicate themselves to a deeper 
study of theology, that there will not be lacking suitable teachers for the formation of clerics, that 
the rest of the priests and the faithful will be helped to acquire the doctrine they need, and that 
healthy progress will be encouraged in the sacred disciplines, so necessary for the Church. 

20. (Providing equitable remuneration for priests.) As those dedicated to the service of God and the 
fulfillment of the office entrusted to them, priests deserve to receive an equitable remuneration, 
because "the laborer is worthy of his hire," (Lk 10:7)(61) and "the Lord directed that those who 
preach the Gospel should have their living from the Gospel" (1 Cor 9:14). Wherefore, insofar as an 
equitable remuneration of the priests would not be provided otherwise, the faithful themselves-that 
is, those in whose behalf the priest labors-are truly obliged to see to it that they can provide what 
help is necessary for the honorable and worthy life of the priests. The bishops, however, should 
admonish the faithful concerning this obligation of theirs. And they should see to if whether each 
individual for his own diocese or, more aptly, several together for their common territory-that 
norms are established according to which suitable support is rightly provided for those who do 
fulfill or have fulfilled a special office in the service of the People of God. The remuneration 
received by each one, in accord with his office and the conditions of time and place, should be 
fundamentally the same for all in the same circumstances and befitting his station. Moreover, those 
who have dedicated themselves to the service of the priesthood, by reason of the remuneration they 
receive, should not only be able to honorably provide for themselves but also themselves be 
provided with some means of helping the needy. For the ministry to the poor has always been held 
in great honor in the Church from its beginnings. Furthermore, this remuneration should be such 
that it will permit priests each year to take a suitable and sufficient vacation, something which 
indeed the bishops should see that their priests are able to have.

Special importance ought to be given to the office fulfilled by sacred ministers. Therefore the so-
called system of benefices should be relinquished or at least so reformed that the place of the 
benefits, or the right to revenue from the endowment attached to an office, would be held as 
secondary, and the first place in law would be given to the ecclesiastical office itself. From this it 
should be understood that whatever office is conferred in a stable manner is to be exercised for a 
spiritual purpose.

21. (On setting up common funds and establishing a system of social assistance for priests.) We 
should always keep before our eyes the example of the faithful of the early Church in Jerusalem, 
who "held all things in common" (Acts 4;32) "and distribution was made to each according to each 
one's need" (Acts 4:35). So it is supremely fitting, at least in regions where the support of the clergy 
completely or largely depends on the offerings of the faithful, that their offerings for this purpose be 
collected by a particular diocesan institution, which the bishop administers with the help of priests 
and, when useful, of laymen who are expert in financial matters. Further it is hoped that insofar as is 
possible in individual dioceses or regions there be established a common fund enabling bishops to 
satisfy obligations to other deserving persons and meet the needs of various dioceses. This would 
also enable wealthier dioceses to help the poorer, that the need of the latter might be supplemented 
by the abundance of the former.(62) These common funds, even though they should be principally 



made up of the offerings of the faithful, also should be provided for by other duly established 
sources.

Moreover, in nations where social security for the clergy is not yet aptly established, let the 
episcopal conferences see to it that-in accord with ecclesiastical and civil laws-there may be either 
diocesan institutes, whether federated with one another or established for various dioceses together, 
or territorial associations, which under the vigilance of the hierarchy would make sufficient and 
suitable provision for a program of preventive medicine, and the necessary support of priests who 
suffer from sickness, invalid conditions or old age. Let priests share in this established institute, 
prompted by a spirit of solidarity with their brothers to take part in their tribulations(63) while at the 
same time being freed from an anxious concern for their own future so that they can cultivate 
evangelical poverty more readily and give themselves fully to the salvation of souls. Let those in 
charge of this act to bring together the institutes of various nations in order that their strength he 
more firmly achieved and more broadly based. 

CONCLUSION AND EXHORTATION 
22. Having before our eyes the joys of the priestly life, this holy synod cannot at the same time 
overlook the difficulties which priests experience in the circumstances of contemporary life. For we 
know how much economic and social conditions are transformed, and even more how much the 
customs of men are changed, how much the scale of values is changed in the estimation of men. As 
a result, the ministers of the Church and sometimes the faithful themselves feel like strangers in this 
world, anxiously looking for the ways and words with which to communicate with it. For there are 
new obstacles which have arisen to the faith: the seeming unproductivity of work done, and also the 
bitter loneliness which men experience can lead them to the danger of becoming spiritually 
depressed.

The world which today is entrusted to the loving ministry of the pastors of the Church is that which 
God so loved that he would give his only Son for it.(1) Truly this world, indeed weighed down with 
many sins but also endowed with many talents, provides the Church with the living stones(2) which 
are built up into the dwelling place of God in the Spirit.(3) This same Holy Spirit, while impelling 
the Church to open new ways to go to the world of today, suggests and favors the growth of fitting 
adaptations in the ministry of priests.

Priests should remember that in performing their office they are never alone, but strengthened by 
the power of Almighty God, and believing in Christ who called them to share in his Priesthood, 
they should devote themselves to their ministry with complete trust, knowing that God can cause 
charity to grow in them.(4) Let them be mindful of their brothers in the priesthood as well, and also 
of the faithful of the entire world who are associated with them. For all priests cooperate in carrying 
out the saving plan of God,(5) that is, the Mystery of Christ, the sacrament hidden from the ages in 
God, which is only brought to fulfillment little by little through the collaboration of many ministries 
in building up the Body of Christ until it grows to the fullness of time. All this, hidden with Christ 
in God,(6) can be uniquely perceived by faith. For the leaders of the People of God must walk by 
faith, following the example of faithful Abraham, who in faith "obeyed by going out into a place 
which he was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out not knowing where he was going" (Heb 
11:8). Indeed, the dispenser of the mysteries of God can see himself in the man who sowed his 
field, of whom the Lord said: "then sleep and rise, night and day, and the seed should sprout without 
his knowing" (Mk 4:27). As for the rest, the Lord Jesus, who said: "Take courage, I have overcome 
the world," (Jn 16:33) did not by these words promise his Church a perfect victory in this world. 
Certainly this holy synod rejoices that the earth has been sown with the seed of the Gospel which 
now bears fruit in many places, under the direction of the Holy Spirit who fills the whole earth and 
who has stirred up a missionary spirit in the hearts of many priests and faithful. Concerning all this, 
this holy synod gives fervent thanks to the priests of the entire world. "Now to him who is able to 
accomplish all things in a measure far beyond what we ask or conceive in keeping with the power 
that is at work in us-to him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus" (Eph 3:20-21). 
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INTRODUCTION
1. This sacred Council has several aims in view: it desires to impart an ever increasing vigor to the 
Christian life of the faithful; to adapt more suitably to the needs of our own times those institutions 
which are subject to change; to foster whatever can promote union among all who believe in Christ; 
to strengthen whatever can help to call the whole of mankind into the household of the Church. The 
Council therefore sees particularly cogent reasons for undertaking the reform and promotion of the 
liturgy. 

2. For the liturgy, "through which the work of our redemption is accomplished," (1) most of all in 
the divine sacrifice of the eucharist, is the outstanding means whereby the faithful may express in 
their lives, and manifest to others, the mystery of Christ and the real nature of the true Church. It is 
of the essence of the Church that she be both human and divine, visible and yet invisibly equipped, 
eager to act and yet intent on contemplation, present in this world and yet not at home in it; and she 
is all these things in such wise that in her the human is directed and subordinated to the divine, the 
visible likewise to the invisible, action to contemplation, and this present world to that city yet to 
come, which we seek (2). While the liturgy daily builds up those who are within into a holy temple 
of the Lord, into a dwelling place for God in the Spirit (3), to the mature measure of the fullness of 
Christ (4), at the same time it marvelously strengthens their power to preach Christ, and thus shows 
forth the Church to those who are outside as a sign lifted up among the nations (5) under which the 
scattered children of God may be gathered together (6), until there is one sheepfold and one 
shepherd (7). 



3. Wherefore the sacred Council judges that the following principles concerning the promotion and 
reform of the liturgy should be called to mind, and that practical norms should be established. 

Among these principles and norms there are some which can and should be applied both to the 
Roman rite and also to all the other rites. The practical norms which follow, however, should be 
taken as applying only to the Roman rite, except for those which, in the very nature of things, affect 
other rites as well.

4. Lastly, in faithful obedience to tradition, the sacred Council declares that holy Mother Church 
holds all lawfully acknowledged rites to be of equal right and dignity; that she wishes to preserve 
them in the future and to foster them in every way. The Council also desires that, where necessary, 
the rites be revised carefully in the light of sound tradition, and that they be given new vigor to meet 
the circumstances and needs of modern times. 

CHAPTER I 
GENERAL PRINCIPLES FOR THE: RESTORATION AND PROMOTION OF THE 

SACRED LITURGY 
1. The Nature of the Sacred Liturgy and Its Importance in the Church's Life 

5. God who "wills that all men be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth" (1 Tim. 2:4), "who 
in many and various ways spoke in times past to the fathers by the prophets" (Heb. 1:1), when the 
fullness of time had come sent His Son, the Word made flesh, anointed by the Holy Spirit, to preach 
the the gospel to the poor, to heal the contrite of heart (8), to be a "bodily and spiritual medicine" 
(9), the Mediator between God and man (10). For His humanity, united with the person of the 
Word, was the instrument of our salvation. Therefore in Christ "the perfect achievement of our 
reconciliation came forth, and the fullness of divine worship was given to us" (11).

The wonderful works of God among the people of the Old Testament were but a prelude to the 
work of Christ the Lord in redeeming mankind and giving perfect glory to God. He achieved His 
task principally by the paschal mystery of His blessed passions resurrection from the dead, and the 
glorious ascension, whereby "dying, he destroyed our death and, rising, he restored our life" (12). 
For it was from the side of Christ as He slept the sleep of death upon the cross that there came forth 
"the wondrous sacrament of the whole Church" (13).

6. Just as Christ was sent by the Father, so also He sent the apostles, filled with the Holy Spirit. This 
He did that, by preaching the gospel to every creature (14), they might proclaim that the Son of 
God, by His death and resurrection, had freed us from the power of Satan (15) and from death, and 
brought us into the kingdom of His Father. His purpose also was that they might accomplish the 
work of salvation which they had proclaimed, by means of sacrifice and sacraments, around which 
the entire liturgical life revolves. Thus by baptism men are plunged into the paschal mystery of 
Christ: they die with Him, are buried with Him, and rise with Him (16); they receive the spirit of 
adoption as sons "in which we cry: Abba, Father" ( Rom. 8 :15), and thus become true adorers 
whom the Father seeks (17). In like manner, as often as they eat the supper of the Lord they 
proclaim the death of the Lord until He comes (18). For that reason, on the very day of Pentecost, 
when the Church appeared before the world, "those who received the word" of Peter "were 
baptized." And "they continued steadfastly in the teaching of the apostles and in the communion of 
the breaking of bread and in prayers . . . praising God and being in favor with all the people" (Acts 
2:41-47). From that time onwards the Church has never failed to come together to celebrate the 
paschal mystery: reading those things "which were in all the scriptures concerning him" (Luke 
24:27), celebrating the eucharist in which "the victory and triumph of his death are again made 
present" (19), and at the same time giving thanks "to God for his unspeakable gift" (2 Cor. 9:15) in 
Christ Jesus, "in praise of his glory" (Eph. 1:12), through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

7. To accomplish so great a work, Christ is always present in His Church, especially in her liturgical 
celebrations. He is present in the sacrifice of the Mass, not only in the person of His minister, "the 



same now offering, through the ministry of priests, who formerly offered himself on the cross" (20), 
but especially under the eucharistic species. By His power He is present in the sacraments, so that 
when a man baptizes it is really Christ Himself who baptizes (21). He is present in His word, since 
it is He Himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read in the Church. He is present, lastly, 
when the Church prays and sings, for He promised: "Where two or three are gathered together in 
my name, there am I in the midst of them" (Matt. 18:20) .

Christ indeed always associates the Church with Himself in this great work wherein God is 
perfectly glorified and men are sanctified. The Church is His beloved Bride who calls to her Lord, 
and through Him offers worship to the Eternal Father.

Rightly, then, the liturgy is considered as an exercise of the priestly office of Jesus Christ. In the 
liturgy the sanctification of the man is signified by signs perceptible to the senses, and is effected in 
a way which corresponds with each of these signs; in the liturgy the whole public worship is 
performed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and His members.

From this it follows that every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the priest and 
of His Body which .s the Church, is a sacred action surpassing all others; no other action of the 
Church can equal its efficacy by the same title and to the same degree.

8. In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of that heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in the 
holy city of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims, where Christ is sitting at the right hand 
of God, a minister of the holies and of the true tabernacle (22); we sing a hymn to the Lord's glory 
with all the warriors of the heavenly army; venerating the memory of the saints, we hope for some 
part and fellowship with them; we eagerly await the Saviour, Our Lord Jesus Christ, until He, our 
life, shall appear and we too will appear with Him in glory (23).

9. The sacred liturgy does not exhaust the entire activity of the Church. Before men can come to the 
liturgy they must be called to faith and to conversion: "How then are they to call upon him in whom 
they have not yet believed? But how are they to believe him whom they have not heard? And how 
are they to hear if no one preaches? And how are men to preach unless they be sent?" (Rom. 10:14-
15).

Therefore the Church announces the good tidings of salvation to those who do not believe, so that 
all men may know the true God and Jesus Christ whom He has sent, and may be converted from 
their ways, doing penance (24). To believers also the Church must ever preach faith and penance, 
she must prepare them for the sacraments, teach them to observe all that Christ has commanded 
(25), and invite them to all the works of charity, piety, and the apostolate. For all these works make 
it clear that Christ's faithful, though not of this world, are to be the light of the world and to glorify 
the Father before men.

10. Nevertheless the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed; at the 
same time it is the font from which all her power flows. For the aim and object of apostolic works is 
that all who are made sons of God by faith and baptism should come together to praise God in the 
midst of His Church, to take part in the sacrifice, and to eat the Lord's supper.

The liturgy in its turn moves the faithful, filled with "the paschal sacraments," to be "one in 
holiness" (26); it prays that "they may hold fast in their lives to what they have grasped by their 
faith" (27); the renewal in the eucharist of the covenant between the Lord and man draws the 
faithful into the compelling love of Christ and sets them on fire. From the liturgy, therefore, and 
especially from the eucharist, as from a font, grace is poured forth upon us; and the sanctification of 
men in Christ and the glorification of God, to which all other activities of the Church are directed as 
toward their end, is achieved in the most efficacious possible way. 

11. But in order that the liturgy may be able to produce its full effects, it is necessary that the 
faithful come to it with proper dispositions, that their minds should be attuned to their voices, and 
that they should cooperate with divine grace lest they receive it in vain (28) . Pastors of souls must 



therefore realize that, when the liturgy is celebrated, something more is required than the mere 
observation of the laws governing valid and licit celebration; it is their duty also to ensure that the 
faithful take part fully aware of what they are doing, actively engaged in the rite, and enriched by its 
effects. 

12. The spiritual life, however, is not limited solely to participation in the liturgy. The Christian is 
indeed called to pray with his brethren, but he must also enter into his chamber to pray to the 
Father, in secret (29); yet more, according to the teaching of the Apostle, he should pray without 
ceasing (30). We learn from the same Apostle that we must always bear about in our body the dying 
of Jesus, so that the life also of Jesus may be made manifest in our bodily frame (31). This is why 
we ask the Lord in the sacrifice of the Mass that, "receiving the offering of the spiritual victim," he 
may fashion us for himself "as an eternal gift" (32).

13. Popular devotions of the Christian people are to be highly commended, provided they accord 
with the laws and norms of the Church, above all when they are ordered by the Apostolic See.

Devotions proper to individual Churches also have a special dignity if they are undertaken by 
mandate of the bishops according to customs or books lawfully approved.

But these devotions should be so drawn up that they harmonize with the liturgical seasons, accord 
with the sacred liturgy, are in some fashion derived from it, and lead the people to it, since, in fact, 
the liturgy by its very nature far surpasses any of them. 

II. The Promotion of Liturgical Instruction and Active Participation 
14. Mother Church earnestly desires that all the faithful should be led to that fully conscious, and 
active participation in liturgical celebrations which is demanded by the very nature of the liturgy. 
Such participation by the Christian people as "a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
redeemed people (1 Pet. 2:9; cf. 2:4-5), is their right and duty by reason of their baptism.

In the restoration and promotion of the sacred liturgy, this full and active participation by all the 
people is the aim to be considered before all else; for it is the primary and indispensable source 
from which the faithful are to derive the true Christian spirit; and therefore pastors of souls must 
zealously strive to achieve it, by means of the necessary instruction, in all their pastoral work.

Yet it would be futile to entertain any hopes of realizing this unless the pastors themselves, in the 
first place, become thoroughly imbued with the spirit and power of the liturgy, and undertake to 
give instruction about it. A prime need, therefore, is that attention be directed, first of all, to the 
liturgical instruction of the clergy. Wherefore the sacred Council has decided to enact as follows:

15. Professors who are appointed to teach liturgy in seminaries, religious houses of study, and 
theological faculties must be properly trained for their work in institutes which specialize in this 
subject.

16. The study of sacred liturgy is to be ranked among the compulsory and major courses in 
seminaries and religions houses of studies; in theological faculties it is to rank among the principal 
courses. It is to be taught under its theological, historical, spiritual, pastoral, and juridical aspects. 
Moreover, other professors, while striving to expound the mystery of Christ and the history of 
salvation from the angle proper to each of their own subjects, must nevertheless do so in a way 
which will clearly bring out the connection between their subjects and the liturgy, as also the unity 
which underlies all priestly training. This consideration is especially important for professors of 
dogmatic, spiritual, and pastoral theology and for those of holy scripture.

17. In seminaries and houses of religious, clerics shall be given a liturgical formation in their 
spiritual life. For this they will need proper direction, so that they may be able to understand the 
sacred rites and take part in them wholeheartedly; and they will also need personally to celebrate the 
sacred mysteries, as well as popular devotions which are imbued with the spirit of the liturgy. In 
addition they must learn how to observe the liturgical laws, so that life in seminaries and houses of 
religious may be thoroughly influenced by the spirit of the liturgy.



18. Priests, both secular and religious, who are already working in the Lord's vineyard are to be 
helped by every suitable means to understand ever more fully what it is that they are doing when 
they perform sacred rites; they are to be aided to live the liturgical life and to share it with the 
faithful entrusted to their care.

19. With zeal and patience, pastors of souls must promote the liturgical instruction of the faithful, 
and also their active participation in the liturgy both internally and externally, taking into account 
their age and condition, their way of life, and standard of religious culture. By so doing, pastors will 
be fulfilling one of the chief duties of a faithful dispenser of the mysteries of God; and in this matter 
they must lead their flock not only in word but also by example.

20. Transmissions of the sacred rites by radio and television shall be done with discretion and 
dignity, under the leadership and direction of a suitable person appointed for this office by the 
bishops. This is especially important when the service to be broadcast is the Mass. 

III. The Reform of the Sacred Liturgy 

21. In order that the Christian people may more certainly derive an abundance of graces from the 
sacred liturgy, holy Mother Church desires to undertake with great care a general restoration of the 
liturgy itself. For the liturgy is made up of immutable elements divinely instituted, and of elements 
subject to change. These not only may but ought to be changed with the passage of time if they have 
suffered from the intrusion of anything out of harmony with the inner nature of the liturgy or have 
become unsuited to it.

In this restoration, both texts and rites should be drawn up so that they express more clearly the holy 
things which they signify; the Christian people, so far as possible, should be enabled to understand 
them with ease and to take part in them fully, actively, and as befits a community.

Wherefore the sacred Council establishes the following general norms: 

A) General norms 

22. 1. Regulation of the sacred liturgy depends solely on the authority of the Church, that is, on the 
Apostolic See and, as laws may determine, on the bishop. 

2. In virtue of power conceded by the law, the regulation of the liturgy within certain defined limits 
belongs also to various kinds of competent territorial bodies of bishops legitimately established.

3. Therefore no other person, even if he be a priest, may add, remove, or change anything in the 
liturgy on his own authority.

23. That sound tradition may be retained, and yet the way remain open to legitimate progress 
Careful investigation is always to be made into each part of the liturgy which is to be revised. This 
investigation should be theological, historical, and pastoral. Also the general laws governing the 
structure and meaning of the liturgy must be studied in conjunction with the experience derived 
from recent liturgical reforms and from the indults conceded to various places. Finally, there must 
be no innovations unless the good of the Church genuinely and certainly requires them; and care 
must be taken that any new forms adopted should in some way grow organically from forms 
already existing.

As far as possible, notable differences between the rites used in adjacent regions must be carefully 
avoided.

24. Sacred scripture is of the greatest importance in the celebration of the liturgy. For it is from 
scripture that lessons are read and explained in the homily, and psalms are sung; the prayers, 
collects, and liturgical songs are scriptural in their inspiration and their force, and it is from the 
scriptures that actions and signs derive their meaning. Thus to achieve the restoration, progress, and 
adaptation of the sacred liturgy, it is essential to promote that warm and living love for scripture to 
which the venerable tradition of both eastern and western rites gives testimony.



25. The liturgical books are to be revised as soon as possible; experts are to be employed on the 
task, and bishops are to be consulted, from various parts of the world. 

B) Norms drawn from the hierarchic and communal nature of the Liturgy 
26. Liturgical services are not private functions, but are celebrations of the Church, which is the 
"sacrament of unity," namely, the holy people united and ordered under their bishops (33)

Therefore liturgical services pertain to the whole body of the Church; they manifest it and have 
effects upon it; but they concern the individual members of the Church in different ways, according 
to their differing rank, office, and actual participation. 

27. It is to be stressed that whenever rites, according to their specific nature, make provision for 
communal celebration involving the presence and active participation of the faithful, this way of 
celebrating them is to be preferred, so far as possible, to a celebration that is individual and quasi-
private.

This applies with especial force to the celebration of Mass and the administration of the sacraments, 
even though every Mass has of itself a public and social nature.

28. In liturgical celebrations each person, minister or layman, who has an office to perform, should 
do all of, but only, those parts which pertain to his office by the nature of the rite and the principles 
of liturgy.

29. Servers, lectors commentators, and members of the choir also exercise a genuine liturgical 
function. They ought, therefore, to discharge their office with the sincere piety and decorum 
demanded by so exalted a ministry and rightly expected of them by God's people.

Consequently they must all be deeply imbued with the spirit of the liturgy, each in his own measure, 
and they must be trained to perform their functions in a correct and orderly manner.

30. To promote active participation, the people should be encouraged to take part by means of 
acclamations, responses, psalmody, antiphons, and songs, as well as by actions, gestures, and bodily 
attitudes. And at the proper times all should observe a reverent silence.

31. The revision of the liturgical books must carefully attend to the provision of rubrics also for the 
people's parts.

32. The liturgy makes distinctions between persons according to their liturgical function and sacred 
Orders, and there are liturgical laws providing for due honors to be given to civil authorities. Apart 
from these instances, no special honors are to be paid in the liturgy to any private persons or classes 
of persons, whether in the ceremonies or by external display. 

C) Norms based upon the didactic and pastoral nature of the Liturgy 
33. Although the sacred liturgy is above all things the worship of the divine Majesty, it likewise 
contains much instruction for the faithful (34). For in the liturgy God speaks to His people and 
Christ is still proclaiming His gospel. And the people reply to God both by song and prayer.

Moreover, the prayers addressed to God by the priest who presides over the assembly in the person 
of Christ are said in the name of the entire holy people and of all present. And the visible signs used 
by the liturgy to signify invisible divine things have been chosen by Christ or the Church. Thus not 
only when things are read "which were written for our instruction" (Rom. 15:4), but also when the 
Church prays or sings or acts, the faith of those taking part is nourished and their minds are raised 
to God, so that they may offer Him their rational service and more abundantly receive His grace. 

Wherefore, in the revision of the liturgy, the following general norms should be observed:

34. The rites should be distinguished by a noble simplicity; they should be short, clear, and 
unencumbered by useless repetitions; they should be within the people's powers of comprehension, 
and normally should not require much explanation.



35. That the intimate connection between words and rites may be apparent in the liturgy: 

1) In sacred celebrations there is to be more reading from holy scripture, and it is to be more varied 
and suitable. 

2) Because the sermon is part of the liturgical service, the best place for it is to be indicated even in 
the rubrics, as far as the nature of the rite will allow; the ministry of preaching is to be fulfilled with 
exactitude and fidelity. The sermon, moreover, should draw its content mainly from scriptural and 
liturgical sources, and its character should be that of a proclamation of God's wonderful works in 
the history of salvation, the mystery of Christ, ever made present and active within us, especially in 
the celebration of the liturgy.

3) Instruction which is more explicitly liturgical should also be given in a variety of ways; if 
necessary, short directives to be spoken by the priest or proper minister should be provided within 
the rites themselves. But they should occur only at the more suitable moments, and be in prescribed 
or similar words.

4) Bible services should be encouraged, especially on the vigils of the more solemn feasts, on some 
weekdays in Advent and Lent, and on Sundays and feast days. They are particularly to be 
commended in places where no priest is available; when this is so, a deacon or some other person 
authorized by the bishop should preside over the celebration.

36. 1. Particular law remaining in force, the use of the Latin language is to be preserved in the Latin 
rites.

2. But since the use of the mother tongue, whether in the Mass, the administration of the 
sacraments, or other parts of the liturgy, frequently may be of great advantage to the people, the 
limits of its employment may be extended. This will apply in the first place to the readings and 
directives, and to some of the prayers and chants, according to the regulations on this matter to be 
laid down separately in subsequent chapters.

3. These norms being observed, it is for the competent territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned 
in Art. 22, 2, to decide whether, and to what extent, the vernacular language is to be used; their 
decrees are to be approved, that is, confirmed, by the Apostolic See. And, whenever it seems to be 
called for, this authority is to consult with bishops of neighboring regions which have the same 
language.

4. Translations from the Latin text into the mother tongue intended for use in the liturgy must be 
approved by the competent territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned above. 

D) Norms for adapting the Liturgy to the culture and traditions of peoples 
37. Even in the liturgy, the Church has no wish to impose a rigid uniformity in matters which do not 
implicate the faith or the good of the whole community; rather does she respect and foster the 
genius and talents of the various races and peoples. Anything in these peoples' way of life which is 
not indissolubly bound up with superstition and error she studies with sympathy and, if possible, 
preserves intact. Sometimes in fact she admits such things into the liturgy itself, so long as they 
harmonize with its true and authentic spirit.

38. Provisions shall also be made, when revising the liturgical books, for legitimate variations and 
adaptations to different groups, regions, and peoples, especially in mission lands, provided that the 
substantial unity of the Roman rite is preserved; and this should be borne in mind when drawing up 
the rites and devising rubrics.

39. Within the limits set by the typical editions of the liturgical books, it shall be for the competent 
territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned in Art. 22, 2, to specify adaptations, especially in the 
case of the administration of the sacraments, the sacramentals, processions, liturgical language, 
sacred music, and the arts, but according to the fundamental norms laid down in this Constitution.

40. In some places and circumstances, however, an even more radical adaptation of the liturgy is 



needed, and this entails greater difficulties. Wherefore: 

1) The competent territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned in Art. 22, 2, must, in this matter, 
carefully and prudently consider which elements from the traditions and culture of individual 
peoples might appropriately be admitted into divine worship. Adaptations which are judged to be 
useful or necessary should when be submitted to the Apostolic See, by whose consent they may be 
introduced.

2) To ensure that adaptations may be made with all the circumspection which they demand, the 
Apostolic See will grant power to this same territorial ecclesiastical authority to permit and to 
direct, as the case requires, the necessary preliminary experiments over a determined period of time 
among certain groups suited for the purpose.

3) Because liturgical laws often involve special difficulties with respect to adaptation, particularly 
in mission lands, men who are experts in these matters must be employed to formulate them. 

E) Promotion of Liturgical Life in Diocese and Parish 

41. The bishop is to be considered as the high priest of his flock, from whom the life in Christ of his 
faithful is in some way derived and dependent.

Therefore all should hold in great esteem the liturgical life of the diocese centered around the 
bishop, especially in his cathedral church; they must be convinced that the pre-eminent 
manifestation of the Church consists in the full active participation of all God's holy people in these 
liturgical celebrations, especially in the same eucharist, in a single prayer, at one altar, at which 
there presides the bishop surrounded by his college of priests and by his ministers (35).

42. But because it is impossible for the bishop always and everywhere to preside over the whole 
flock in his Church, he cannot do other than establish lesser groupings of the faithful. Among these 
the parishes, set up locally under a pastor who takes the place of the bishop, are the most important: 
for in some manner they represent the visible Church constituted throughout the world.

And therefore the liturgical life of the parish and its relationship to the bishop must be fostered 
theoretically and practically among the faithful and clergy; efforts also must be made to encourage a 
sense of community within the parish, above all in the common celebration of the Sunday Mass. 

F) The Promotion of Pastoral-Liturgical Action 
43. Zeal for the promotion and restoration of the liturgy is rightly held to be a sign of the 
providential dispositions of God in our time, as a movement of the Holy Spirit in His Church. It is 
today a distinguishing mark of the Church's life, indeed of the whole tenor of contemporary 
religious thought and action.

So that this pastoral-liturgical action may become even more vigorous in the Church, the sacred 
Council decrees:

44. It is desirable that the competent territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned in Art. 22, 2, set 
up a liturgical commission, to be assisted by experts in liturgical science, sacred music, art and 
pastoral practice. So far as possible the commission should be aided by some kind of Institute for 
Pastoral Liturgy, consisting of persons who are eminent in these matters, and including laymen as 
circumstances suggest. Under the direction of the above-mentioned territorial ecclesiastical 
authority the commission is to regulate pastoral-liturgical action throughout the territory, and to 
promote studies and necessary experiments whenever there is question of adaptations to be 
proposed to the Apostolic See.

45. For the same reason every diocese is to have a commission on the sacred liturgy under the 
direction of the bishop, for promoting the liturgical apostolate.

Sometimes it may be expedient that several dioceses should form between them one single 
commission which will be able to promote the liturgy by common consultation.



46. Besides the commission on the sacred liturgy, every diocese, as far as possible, should have 
commissions for sacred music and sacred art.

These three commissions must work in closest collaboration; indeed it will often be best to fuse the 
three of them into one single commission. 

CHAPTER II 
THE MOST SACRED MYSTERY OF THE EUCHARIST 

47. At the Last Supper, on the night when He was betrayed, our Saviour instituted the eucharistic 
sacrifice of His Body and Blood. He did this in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross 
throughout the centuries until He should come again, and so to entrust to His beloved spouse, the 
Church, a memorial of His death and resurrection: a sacrament of love, a sign of unity, a bond of 
charity (36), a paschal banquet in which Christ is eaten, the mind is filled with grace, and a pledge 
of future glory is given to us (37).

48. The Church, therefore, earnestly desires that Christ's faithful, when present at this mystery of 
faith, should not be there as strangers or silent spectators; on the contrary, through a good 
understanding of the rites and prayers they should take part in the sacred action conscious of what 
they are doing, with devotion and full collaboration. They should be instructed by God's word and 
be nourished at the table of the Lord's body; they should give thanks to God; by offering the 
Immaculate Victim, not only through the hands of the priest, but also with him, they should learn 
also to offer themselves; through Christ the Mediator (38), they should be drawn day by day into 
ever more perfect union with God and with each other, so that finally God may be all in all.

49. For this reason the sacred Council, having in mind those Masses which are celebrated with the 
assistance of the faithful, especially on Sundays and feasts of obligation, has made the following 
decrees in order that the sacrifice of the Mass, even in the ritual forms of its celebration, may 
become pastorally efficacious to the fullest degree.

50. The rite of the Mass is to be revised in such a way that the intrinsic nature and purpose of its 
several parts, as also the connection between them, may be more clearly manifested, and that devout 
and active participation by the faithful may be more easily achieved.

For this purpose the rites are to be simplified, due care being taken to preserve their substance; 
elements which, with the passage of time, came to be duplicated, or were added with but little 
advantage, are now to be discarded; other elements which have suffered injury through accidents of 
history are now to be restored to the vigor which they had in the days of the holy Fathers, as may 
seem useful or necessary.

51. The treasures of the bible are to be opened up more lavishly, so that richer fare may be provided 
for the faithful at the table of God's word. In this way a more representative portion of the holy 
scriptures will be read to the people in the course of a prescribed number of years.

52. By means of the homily the mysteries of the faith and the guiding principles of the Christian life 
are expounded from the sacred text, during the course of the liturgical year; the homily, therefore, is 
to be highly esteemed as part of the liturgy itself; in fact, at those Masses which are celebrated with 
the assistance of the people on Sundays and feasts of obligation, it should not be omitted except for 
a serious reason.

53. Especially on Sundays and feasts of obligation there is to be restored, after the Gospel and the 
homily, "the common prayer" or "the prayer of the faithful." By this prayer, in which the people are 
to take part, intercession will be made for holy Church, for the civil authorities, for those oppressed 
by various needs, for all mankind, and for the salvation of the entire world (39).

54. In Masses which are celebrated with the people, a suitable place may be allotted to their mother 
tongue. This is to apply in the first place to the readings and "the common prayer," but also, as local 
conditions may warrant, to those parts which pertain to the people, according to tho norm laid down 



in Art. 36 of this Constitution.

Nevertheless steps should be taken so that the faithful may also be able to say or to sing together in 
Latin those parts of the Ordinary of the Mass which pertain to them. 

And wherever a more extended use of the mother tongue within the Mass appears desirable, the 
regulation laid down in Art. 40 of this Constitution is to be observed.

55. That more perfect form of participation in the Mass whereby the faithful, after the priest's 
communion, receive the Lord's body from the same sacrifice, is strongly commended.

The dogmatic principles which were laid down by the Council of Trent remaining intact (40), 
communion under both kinds may be granted when the bishops think fit, not only to clerics and 
religious, but also to the laity, in cases to be determined by the Apostolic See, as, for instance, to the 
newly ordained in the Mass of their sacred ordination, to the newly professed in the Mass of their 
religious profession, and to the newly baptized in the Mass which follows their baptism.

56. The two parts which, in a certain sense, go to make up the Mass, namely, the liturgy of the word 
and the eucharistic liturgy, are so closely connected with each other that they form but one single 
act of worship. Accordingly this sacred Synod strongly urges pastors of souls that, when instructing 
the faithful, they insistently teach them to take their part in the entire Mass, especially on Sundays 
and feasts of obligation.

57. 1. Concelebration, whereby the unity of the priesthood is appropriately manifested, has 
remained in use to this day in the Church both in the east and in the west. For this reason it has 
seemed good to the Council to extend permission for concelebration to the following cases:

1. 

a) on the Thursday of the Lord's Supper, not only at the Mass of the Chrism, but also at the evening 
Mass.

b) at Masses during councils, bishops' conferences, and synods;

c) at the Mass for the blessing of an abbot.

2. Also, with permission of the ordinary, to whom it belongs to decide whether concelebration is 
opportune:

a) at conventual Mass, and at the principle Mass in churches when the needs of the faithful do not 
require that all priests available should celebrate individually;

b) at Masses celebrated at any kind of priests' meetings, whether the priests be secular clergy or 
religious.

2.

1. The regulation, however, of the discipline of con-celebration in the diocese pertains to the bishop.

2. Nevertheless, each priest shall always retain his right to celebrate Mass individually, though not 
at the same time in the same church as a concelebrated Mass, nor on Thursday of the Lord's Supper.

58. A new rite for concelebration is to be drawn up and inserted into the Pontifical and into the 
Roman Missal. 

CHAPTER III 
THE OTHER SACRAMENTS AND THE SACRAMENTALS 

59. The purpose of the sacraments is to sanctify men, to build up the body of Christ, and, finally, to 
give worship to God; because they are signs they also instruct. They not only presuppose faith, but 
by words and objects they also nourish, strengthen, and express it; that is why they are called 
"sacraments of faith." They do indeed impart grace, but, in addition, the very act of celebrating 
them most effectively disposes the faithful to receive this grace in a fruitful manner, to worship God 



duly, and to practice charity.

It is therefore of the highest importance that the faithful should easily understand the sacramental 
signs, and should frequent with great eagerness those sacraments which were instituted to nourish 
the Christian life.

60. Holy Mother Church has, moreover, instituted sacramentals. These are sacred signs which bear 
a resemblance to the sacraments: they signify effects, particularly of a spiritual kind, which are 
obtained through the Church's intercession. By them men are disposed to receive the chief effect of 
the sacraments, and various occasions in life are rendered holy.

61. Thus, for well-disposed members of the faithful, the liturgy of the sacraments and sacramentals 
sanctifies almost every event in their lives; they are given access to the stream of divine grace 
which flows from the paschal mystery of the passion, death, the resurrection of Christ, the font from 
which all sacraments and sacramentals draw their power. There is hardly any proper use of material 
things which cannot thus be directed toward the sanctification of men and the praise of God.

62. With the passage of time, however, there have crept into the rites of the sacraments and 
sacramentals certain features which have rendered their nature and purpose far from clear to the 
people of today; hence some changes have become necessary to adapt them to the needs of our own 
times. For this reason the sacred Council decrees as follows concerning their revision.

63. Because of the use of the mother tongue in the administration of the sacraments and 
sacramentals can often be of considerable help to the people, this use is to be extended according to 
the following norms:

a) The vernacular language may be used in administering the sacraments and sacramentals, 
according to the norm of Art. 36.

b) In harmony with the new edition of the Roman Ritual, particular rituals shall be prepared without 
delay by the competent territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned in Art. 22, 2, of this 
Constitution. These rituals, which are to be adapted, also as regards the language employed, to the 
needs of the different regions, are to be reviewed by the Apostolic See and then introduced into the 
regions for which they have been prepared. But in drawing up these rituals or particular collections 
of rites, the instructions prefixed to the individual rites the Roman Ritual, whether they be pastoral 
and rubrical or whether they have special social import, shall not be omitted.

64. The catechumenate for adults, comprising several distinct steps, is to be restored and to be taken 
into use at the discretion of the local ordinary. By this, means the time of the catechumenate, which 
is intended as a period of suitable instruction, may be sanctified by sacred rites to be celebrated at 
successive intervals of time.

65. In mission lands it is found that some of the peoples already make use of initiation rites. 
Elements from these, when capable of being adapted to Christian ritual, may be admitted along with 
those already found in Christian tradition, according to the norm laid down in Art. 37-40, of this 
Constitution.

66. Both the rites for the baptism of adults are to be revised: not only the simpler rite, but also the 
more solemn one, which must take into account the restored catechumenate. A special Mass "for the 
conferring of baptism" is to be inserted into the Roman Missal.

67. The rite for the baptism of infants is to be revised, and it should be adapted to the circumstance 
that those to be baptized are, in fact, infants. The roles of parents and godparents, and also their 
duties, should be brought out more clearly in the rite itself.

68. The baptismal rite should contain variants, to be used at the discretion of the local ordinary, for 
occasions when a very large number are to be baptized together. Moreover, a shorter rite is to be 
drawn up, especially for mission lands, to be used by catechists, but also by the faithful in general 
when there is danger of death, and neither priest nor deacon is available.



69. In place of the rite called the "Order of supplying what was omitted in the baptism of an infant," 
a new rite is to be drawn up. This should manifest more fittingly and clearly that the infant, baptized 
by the short rite, has already been received into the Church.

And a new rite is to be drawn up for converts who have already been validly baptized; it should 
indicate that they are now admitted to communion with the Church. 

70. Except during Eastertide, baptismal water may be blessed within the rite of baptism itself by an 
approved shorter formula.

71. The rite of confirmation is to be revised and the intimate connection which this sacrament has 
with the whole of Christian initiation is to be more clearly set forth; for this reason it is fitting for 
candidates to renew their baptismal promises just before they are confirmed.

Confirmation may be given within the Mass when convenient; when it is given outside the Mass, 
the rite that is used should be introduced by a formula to be drawn up for this purpose.

72. The rite and formulas for the sacrament of penance are to be revised so that they more clearly 
express both the nature and effect of the sacrament.

73. "Extreme unction," which may also and more fittingly be called "anointing of the sick," is not a 
sacrament for those only who are at the point of death. Hence, as soon as any one of the faithful 
begins to be in danger of death from sickness or old age, the fitting time for him to receive this 
sacrament has certainly already arrived.

74. In addition to the separate rites for anointing of the sick and for viaticum, a continuous rite shall 
be prepared according to which the sick man is anointed after he has made his confession and 
before he receives viaticum.

75. The number of the anointings is to be adapted to the occasion, and the prayers which belong to 
the rite of anointing are to be revised so as to correspond with the varying conditions of the sick 
who receive the sacrament.

76. Both the ceremonies and texts of the ordination rites are to be revised. The address given by the 
bishop at the beginning of each ordination or consecration may be in the mother tongue.

When a bishop is consecrated, the laying of hands may be done by all the bishops present.

77. The marriage rite now found in the Roman Ritual is to be revised and enriched in such a way 
that the grace of the sacrament is more clearly signified and the duties of the spouses are taught.

"If any regions are wont to use other praiseworthy customs and ceremonies when celebrating the 
sacrament of matrimony, the sacred Synod earnestly desires that these by all means be retained" 
(41).

Moreover the competent territorial ecclesiastical authority mentioned in Art. 22, 52, of this 
Constitution is free to draw up its own rite suited to the usages of place and people, according to the 
provision of Art. 63. But the rite must always conform to the law that the priest assisting at the 
marriage must ask for and obtain the consent of the contracting parties.

78. Matrimony is normally to be celebrated within the Mass, after the reading of the gospel and the 
homily, and before "the prayer of the faithful." The prayer for the bride, duly amended to remind 
both spouses of their equal obligation to remain faithful to each other, may be said in the mother 
tongue.

But if the sacrament of matrimony is celebrated apart from Mass, the epistle and gospel from the 
nuptial Mass are to be read at the beginning of the rite, and the blessing should always be given to 
the spouses.

79. The sacramentals are to undergo a revision which takes into account the primary principle of 
enabling the faithful to participate intelligently, actively, and easily; the circumstances of our own 



days must also be considered. When rituals are revised, as laid down in Art. 63, new sacramentals 
may also be added as the need for these becomes apparent.

Reserved blessings shall be very few; reservations shall be in favor of bishops or ordinaries.

Let provision be made that some sacramentals, at least in special circumstances and at the discretion 
of the ordinary, may be administered by qualified lay persons.

80. The rite for the consecration of virgins at present found in the Roman Pontifical is to be revised.

Moreover, a rite of religious profession and renewal of vows shall be drawn up in order to achieve 
greater unity, sobriety, and dignity. Apart from exceptions in particular law, this rite should be 
adopted by those who make their profession or renewal of vows within the Mass.

Religious profession should preferably be made within the Mass.

81. The rite for the burial of the dead should express more clearly the paschal character of Christian 
death, and should correspond more closely to the circumstances and traditions found in various 
regions. This holds good also for the liturgical color to be used.

82. The rite for the burial of infants is to be revised, and a special Mass for the occasion should be 
provided. 

CHAPTER IV 

THE DIVINE OFFICE 
83. Christ Jesus, high priest of the new and eternal covenant, taking human nature, introduced into 
this earthly exile that hymn which is sung throughout all ages in the halls of heaven. He joins the 
entire community of mankind to Himself, associating it with His own singing of this canticle of 
divine praise.

For he continues His priestly work through the agency of His Church, which is ceaselessly engaged 
in praising the Lord and interceding for the salvation of the whole world. She does this, not only by 
celebrating the eucharist, but also in other ways, especially by praying the divine office.

84. By tradition going back to early Christian times, the divine office is devised so that the whole 
course of the day and night is made holy by the praises of God. Therefore, when this wonderful 
song of praise is rightly performed by priests and others who are deputed for this purpose by the 
Church's ordinance, or by the faithful praying together with the priest in the approved form, then it 
is truly the voice of the bride addressed to her bridegroom; lt is the very prayer which Christ 
Himself, together with His body, addresses to the Father.

85. Hence all who render this service are not only fulfilling a duty of the Church, but also are 
sharing in the greatest honor of Christ's spouse, for by offering these praises to God they are 
standing before God's throne in the name of the Church their Mother.

86. Priests who are engaged in the sacred pastoral ministry will offer the praises of the hours with 
greater fervor the more vividly they realize that they must heed St. Paul's exhortation: "Pray without 
ceasing" (1 Thess. 5:11). For the work in which they labor will effect nothing and bring forth no 
fruit except by the power of the Lord who said: "Without me you can do nothing" (John 15: 5). That 
is why the apostles, instituting deacons, said: "We will devote ourselves to prayer and to the 
ministry of the word" (Acts 6:4).

81. In order that the divine office may be better and more perfectly prayed in existing 
circumstances, whether by priests or by other members of the Church, the sacred Council, carrying 
further the restoration already so happily begun by the Apostolic See, has seen fit to decree as 
follows concerning the office of the Roman rite.

88. Because the purpose of the office is to sanctify the day, the traditional sequence of the hours is 
to be restored so that once again they may be genuinely related to the time of the day when they are 



prayed, as far as this may be possible. Moreover, it will be necessary to take into account the 
modern conditions in which daily life has to be lived, especially by those who are called to labor in 
apostolic works.

89. Therefore, when the office is revised, these norms are to be observed:

a) By the venerable tradition of the universal Church, Lauds as morning prayer and Vespers as 
evening prayer are the two hinges on which the daily office turns; hence they are to be considered 
as the chief hours and are to be celebrated as such.

b) Compline is to be drawn up so that it will be a suitable prayer for the end of the day.

c) The hour known as Matins, although it should retain the character of nocturnal praise when 
celebrated in choir, shall be adapted so that it may be recited at any hour of the day; it shall be made 
up of fewer psalms and longer readings. 

d) The hour of Prime is to be suppressed.

e) In choir the hours of Terce, Sext, and None are to be observed. But outside choir it will be lawful 
to select any one of these three, according to the respective time of the day.

90. The divine office, because it is the public prayer of the Church, is a source of piety, and 
nourishment for personal prayer. And therefore priests and all others who take part in the divine 
office are earnestly exhorted in the Lord to attune their minds to their voices when praying it. The 
better to achieve this, let them take steps to improve their understanding of the liturgy and of the 
bible, especially of the psalms.

In revising the Roman office, its ancient and venerable treasures are to be so adapted that all those 
to whom they are handed on may more extensively and easily draw profit from them.

91. So that it may really be possible in practice to observe the course of the hours proposed in Art. 
89, the psalms are no longer to be distributed throughout one week, but through some longer period 
of time.

The work of revising the psalter, already happily begun, is to be finished as soon as possible, and is 
to take into account the style of Christian Latin, the liturgical use of psalms, also when sung, and 
the entire tradition of the Latin Church.

92. As regards the readings, the following shall be observed: a) Readings from sacred scripture shall 
be arranged so that the riches of God's word may be easily accessible in more abundant measure.

b) Readings excerpted from the works of the fathers, doctors, and ecclesiastical writers shall be 
better selected. 

c) The accounts of martyrdom or the lives of the saints are to accord with the facts of history.

93. To whatever extent may seem desirable, the hymns are to be restored to their original form, and 
whatever smacks of mythology or ill accords with Christian piety is to be removed or changed. 
Also, as occasion may arise, let other selections from the treasury of hymns be incorporated.

94. That the day may be truly sanctified, and that the hours themselves may be recited with spiritual 
advantage, it is best that each of them be prayed at a time which most closely corresponds with its 
true canonical time.

95. Communities obliged to choral office are bound to celebrate the office in choir every day in 
addition to the conventual Mass. In particular:

a) Orders of canons, of monks and of nuns, and of other regulars bound by law or constitutions to 
choral office must celebrate the entire office.

b) Cathedral or collegiate chapters are bound to recite those parts of the office imposed on them by 
general or particular law. 



c) All members of the above communities who are in major orders or who are solemnly professed, 
except for lay brothers, are bound to recite individually those canonical hours which they do not 
pray in choir.

96. Clerics not bound to office in choir, if they are in major orders, are bound to pray the entire 
office every day, either in common or individually, as laid down in Art. 89.

97. Appropriate instances are to be defined by the rubrics in which a liturgical service may be 
substituted for the divine office.

In particular cases, and for a just reason, ordinaries can dispense their subjects wholly or in part 
from the obligation of reciting the divine office, or may commute the obligation.

98. Members of any institute dedicated to acquiring perfection who, according to their constitutions, 
are to recite any parts of the divine office are thereby performing the public prayer of the Church.

They too perform the public prayer of the Church who, in virtue of their constitutions, recite any 
short office, provided this is drawn up after the pattern of the divine office and is duly approved.

99. Since the divine office is the voice of the Church, that is of the whole mystical body publicly 
praising God, those clerics who are not obliged to office in choir, especially priests who live 
together or who assemble for any purpose, are urged to pray at least some part of the divine office 
in common.

All who pray the divine office, whether in choir or in common, should fulfill the task entrusted to 
them as perfectly as possible: this refers not only to the internal devotion of their minds but also to 
their external manner of celebration.

It is, moreover, fitting that the office, both in choir and in common, be sung when possible.

100. Pastors of souls should see to it that the chief hours, especially Vespers, are celebrated in 
common in church on Sundays and the more solemn feasts. And the laity, too, are encouraged to 
recite the divine office, either with the priests, or among themselves, or even individually.

101. 1. In accordance with the centuries-old tradition of the Latin rite, the Latin language is to be 
retained by clerics in the divine office. But in individual cases the ordinary has the power of 
granting the use of a vernacular translation to those clerics for whom the use of Latin constitutes a 
grave obstacle to their praying the office properly. The vernacular version, however, must be one 
that is drawn up according to the provision of Art. 36.

2. The competent superior has the power to grant the use of the vernacular in the celebration of the 
divine office, even in choir, to nuns and to members of institutes dedicated to acquiring perfection, 
both men who are not clerics and women. The version, however, must be one that is approved.

3. Any cleric bound to the divine office fulfills his obligation if he prays the office in the vernacular 
together with a group of the faithful or with those mentioned in 52 above provided that the text of 
the translation is approved. 

CHAPTER V 
THE LITURGICAL YEAR 

102. Holy Mother Church is conscious that she must celebrate the saving work of her divine Spouse 
by devoutly recalling it on certain days throughout the course of the year. Every week, on the day 
which she has called the Lord's day, she keeps the memory of the Lord's resurrection, which she 
also celebrates once in the year, together with His blessed passion, in the most solemn festival of 
Easter.

Within the cycle of a year, moreover, she unfolds the whole mystery of Christ, from the incarnation 
and birth until the ascension, the day of Pentecost, and the expectation of blessed hope and of the 
coming of the Lord.



Recalling thus the mysteries of redemption, the Church opens to the faithful the riches of her Lord's 
powers and merits, so that these are in some way made present for all time, and the faithful are 
enabled to lay hold upon them and become filled with saving grace. 

103. In celebrating this annual cycle of Christ's mysteries, holy Church honors with especial love 
the Blessed Mary, Mother of God, who is joined by an inseparable bond to the saving work of her 
Son. In her the Church holds up and admires the most excellent fruit of the redemption, and joyfully 
contemplates, as in a faultless image, that which she herself desires and hopes wholly to be.

104. The Church has also included in the annual cycle days devoted to the memory of the martyrs 
and the other saints. Raised up to perfection by the manifold grace of God, and already in 
possession of eternal salvation, they sing God's perfect praise in heaven and offer prayers for us. By 
celebrating the passage of these saints from earth to heaven the Church proclaims the paschal 
mystery achieved in the saints who have suffered and been glorified with Christ; she proposes them 
to the faithful as examples drawing all to the Father through Christ, and through their merits she 
pleads for God's favors.

105. Finally, in the various seasons of the year and according to her traditional discipline, the 
Church completes the formation of the faithful by means of pious practices for soul and body, by 
instruction, prayer, and works of penance and of mercy.

Accordingly the sacred Council has seen fit to decree as follows.

106. By a tradition handed down from the apostles which took its origin from the very day of 
Christ's resurrection, the Church celebrates the paschal mystery every eighth day; with good reason 
this, then, bears the name of the Lord's day or Sunday. For on this day Christ's faithful are bound to 
come together into one place so that; by hearing the word of God and taking part in the eucharist, 
they may call to mind the passion, the resurrection and the glorification of the Lord Jesus, and may 
thank God who "has begotten them again, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 
unto a living hope" (1 Pet. 1:3). Hence the Lord's day is the original feast day, and it should be 
proposed to the piety of the faithful and taught to them so that it may become in fact a day of joy 
and of freedom from work. Other celebrations, unless they be truly of greatest importance, shall not 
have precedence over the Sunday which is the foundation and kernel of the whole liturgical year. 

107. The liturgical year is to be revised so that the traditional customs and discipline of the sacred 
seasons shall be preserved or restored to suit the conditions of modern times; their specific character 
is to be retained, so that they duly nourish the piety of the faithful who celebrate the mysteries of 
Christian redemption, and above all the paschal mystery. If certain adaptations are considered 
necessary on account of local conditions, they are to be made in accordance with the provisions of 
Art. 39 and 40.

108. The minds of the faithful must be directed primarily toward the feasts of the Lord whereby the 
mysteries of salvation are celebrated in the course of the year. Therefore, the proper of the time 
shall be given the preference which is its due over the feasts of the saints, so that the entire cycle of 
the mysteries of salvation may be suitably recalled.

109. The season of Lent has a twofold character: primarily by recalling or preparing for baptism and 
by penance, it disposes the faithful, who more diligently hear the word of God and devote 
themselves to prayer, to celebrate the paschal mystery. This twofold character is to be brought into 
greater prominence both in the liturgy and by liturgical catechesis. Hence:

a) More use is to be made of the baptismal features proper to the Lenten liturgy; some of them, 
which used to flourish in bygone days, are to be restored as may seem good.

b) The same is to apply to the penitential elements. As regards instruction it is important to impress 
on the minds of the faithful not only a social consequences of sin but also that essence of the virtue 
of penance which leads to the detestation of sin as an offence against God; the role of the Church in 
penitential practices is not to be passed over, and the people must be exhorted to pray for sinners.



110. During Lent penance should not be only internal and individual, but also external and social. 
The practice of penance should be fostered in ways that are possible in our own times and in 
different regions, and according to the circumstances of the faithful; it should be encouraged by the 
authorities mentioned in Art. 22.

Nevertheless, let the paschal fast be kept sacred. Let it be celebrated everywhere on Good Friday 
and, where possible, prolonged throughout Holy Saturday, so that the joys of the Sunday of the 
resurrection may be attained with uplifted and clear mind.

111. The saints have been traditionally honored in the Church and their authentic relics and images 
held in veneration. For the feasts of the saints proclaim the wonderful works of Christ in His 
servants, and display to the faithful fitting examples for their imitation.

Lest the feasts of the saints should take precedence over the feasts which commemorate the very 
mysteries of salvation, many of them should be left to be celebrated by a particular Church or nation 
or family of religious; only those should be extended to the universal Church which commemorate 
saints who are truly of universal importance. 

CHAPTER 

VI SACRED MUSIC 
112. The musical tradition of the universal Church is a treasure of inestimable value, greater even 
than that of any other art. The main reason for this pre-eminence is that, as sacred song united to the 
words, it forms a necessary or integral part of the solemn liturgy.

Holy Scripture, indeed, has bestowed praise upon sacred song (42), and the same may be said of the 
fathers of the Church and of the Roman pontiffs who in recent times, led by St. Pius X, have 
explained more precisely the ministerial function supplied by sacred music in the service of the 
Lord.

Therefore sacred music is to be considered the more holy in proportion as it is more closely 
connected with the liturgical action, whether it adds delight to prayer, fosters unity of minds, or 
confers greater solemnity upon the sacred rites. But the Church approves of all forms of true art 
having the needed qualities, and admits them into divine worship.

Accordingly, the sacred Council, keeping to the norms and precepts of ecclesiastical tradition and 
discipline, and having regard to the purpose of sacred music, which is the glory of God and the 
sanctification of the faithful, decrees as follows.

113. Liturgical worship is given a more noble form when the divine offices are celebrated solemnly 
in song, with the assistance of sacred ministers and the active participation of the people.

As regards the language to be used, the provisions of Art. 36 are to be observed; for the Mass, Art. 
54; for the sacraments, Art. 63; for the divine office. Art. 101.

114. The treasure of sacred music is to be preserved and fostered with great care. Choirs must be 
diligently promoted, especially in cathedral churches; but bishops and other pastors of souls must be 
at pains to ensure that, whenever the sacred action is to be celebrated with song, the whole body of 
the faithful may be able to contribute that active participation which is rightly theirs, as laid down in 
Art. 28 and 30.

115. Great importance is to be attached to the teaching and practice of music in seminaries, in the 
novitiates and houses of study of religious of both sexes, and also in other Catholic institutions and 
schools. To impart this instruction, teachers are to be carefully trained and put in charge of the 
teaching of sacred music.

It is desirable also to found higher institutes of sacred music whenever this can be done.

Composers and singers, especially boys, must also be given a genuine liturgical training.



116. The Church acknowledges Gregorian chant as specially suited to the Roman liturgy: therefore, 
other things being equal, it should be given pride of place in liturgical services.

But other kinds of sacred music, especially polyphony, are by no means excluded from liturgical 
celebrations, so long as they accord with the spirit of the liturgical action, as laid down in Art. 30.

117. The typical edition of the books of Gregorian chant is to be completed; and a more critical 
edition is to be prepared of those books already published since the restoration by St. Pius X.

It is desirable also that an edition be prepared containing simpler melodies, for use in small 
churches.

118. Religious singing by the people is to be intelligently fostered so that in devotions and sacred 
exercises, as also during liturgical services, the voices of the faithful may ring out according to the 
norms and requirements of the rubrics.

119. In certain parts of the world, especially mission lands, there are peoples who have their own 
musical traditions, and these play a great part in their religious and social life. For this reason due 
importance is to be attached to their music, and a suitable place is to be given to it, not only in 
forming their attitude toward religion, but also in adapting worship to their native genius, as 
indicated in Art. 39 and 40.

Therefore, when missionaries are being given training in music, every effort should be made to see 
that they become competent in promoting the traditional music of these peoples, both in schools and 
in sacred services, as far as may be practicable.

120. In the Latin Church the pipe organ is to be held in high esteem, for it is the traditional musical 
instrument which adds a wonderful splendor to the Church's ceremonies and powerfully lifts up 
man's mind to God and to higher things. 

But other instruments also may be admitted for use in divine worship, with the knowledge and 
consent of the competent territorial authority, as laid down in Art. 22, 52, 37, and 40. This may be 
done, however, only on condition that the instruments are suitable, or can be made suitable, for 
sacred use, accord with the dignity of the temple, and truly contribute to the edification of the 
faithful.

121. Composers, filled with the Christian spirit, should feel that their vocation is to cultivate sacred 
music and increase its store of treasures.

Let them produce compositions which have the qualities proper to genuine sacred music, not 
confining themselves to works which can be sung only by large choirs, but providing also for the 
needs of small choirs and for the active participation of the entire assembly of the faithful.

The texts intended to be sung must always be in conformity with Catholic doctrine; indeed they 
should be drawn chiefly from holy scripture and from liturgical sources. 

CHAPTER VII 

SACRED ART AND SACRED FURNISHINGS 
122. Very rightly the fine arts are considered to rank among the noblest activities of man's genius, 
and this applies especially to religious art and to its highest achievement, which is sacred art. These 
arts, by their very nature, are oriented toward the infinite beauty of God which they attempt in some 
way to portray by the work of human hands; they achieve their purpose of redounding to God's 
praise and glory in proportion as they are directed the more exclusively to the single aim of turning 
men's minds devoutly toward God.

Holy Mother Church has therefore always been the friend of the fine arts and has ever sought their 
noble help, with the special aim that all things set apart for use in divine worship should be truly 
worthy, becoming, and beautiful, signs and symbols of the supernatural world, and for this purpose 
she has trained artists. In fact, the Church has, with good reason, always reserved to herself the right 



to pass judgment upon the arts, deciding which of the works of artists are in accordance with faith, 
piety, and cherished traditional laws, and thereby fitted for sacred use.

The Church has been particularly careful to see that sacred furnishings should worthily and 
beautifully serve the dignity of worship, and has admitted changes in materials, style, or 
ornamentation prompted by the progress of the technical arts with he passage of time.

Wherefore it has pleased the Fathers to issue the following decrees on these matters. 

123. The Church has not adopted any particular style of art as her very own; she has admitted styles 
from every period according to the natural talents and circumstances of peoples, and the needs of 
the various rites. Thus, in the course of the centuries, she has brought into being a treasury of art 
which must be very carefully preserved. The art of our own days, coming from every race and 
region, shall also be given free scope in the Church, provided that it adorns the sacred buildings and 
holy rites with due reverence and honor; thereby it is enabled to contribute its own voice to that 
wonderful chorus of praise in honor of the Catholic faith sung by great men in times gone by.

124. Ordinaries, by the encouragement and favor they show to art which is truly sacred, should 
strive after noble beauty rather than mere sumptuous display. This principle is to apply also in the 
matter of sacred vestments and ornaments.

Let bishops carefully remove from the house of God and from other sacred places those works of 
artists which are repugnant to faith, morals, and Christian piety, and which offend true religious 
sense either by depraved forms or by lack of artistic worth, mediocrity and pretense.

And when churches are to be built, let great care be taken that they be suitable for the celebration of 
liturgical services and for the active participation of the faithful.

125. The practice of placing sacred images in churches so that they may be venerated by the faithful 
is to be maintained. Nevertheless their number should be moderate and their relative positions 
should reflect right order. For otherwise they may create confusion among the Christian people and 
foster devotion of doubtful orthodoxy.

126. When passing judgment on works of art, local ordinaries shall give a hearing to the diocesan 
commission on sacred art and, if needed, also to others who are especially expert, and to the 
commissions referred to in Art. 44, 45, and 46.

Ordinaries must be very careful to see that sacred furnishings and works of value are not disposed 
of or dispersed; for they are the ornaments of the house of God. 

127. Bishops should have a special concern for artists, so as to imbue them with the spirit of sacred 
art and of the sacred liturgy. This they may do in person or through suitable priests who are gifted 
with a knowledge and love of art.

It is also desirable that schools or academies of sacred art should be founded in those parts of the 
world where they would be useful, so that artists may be trained.

All artists who, prompted by their talents, desire to serve God's glory in holy Church, should ever 
bear in mind that they are engaged in a kind of sacred imitation of God the Creator, and are 
concerned with works destined to be used in Catholic worship, to edify the faithful, and to foster 
their piety and their religious formation.

128. Along with the revision of the liturgical books, as laid down in Art. 25, there is to be an early 
revision of the canons and ecclesiastical statutes which govern the provision of material things 
involved in sacred worship. These laws refer especially to the worthy and well planned construction 
of sacred buildings, the shape and construction of altars, the nobility, placing, and safety of the 
eucharistic tabernacle, the dignity and suitability of the baptistery, the proper ordering of sacred 
images, embellishments, and vestments. Laws which seem less suited to the reformed liturgy are to 
be brought into harmony with it, or else abolished; and any which are helpful are to be retained if 
already in use, or introduced where they are lacking.



According to the norm of Art. 22 of this Constitution, the territorial bodies of bishops are 
empowered to adapt such things to the needs and customs of their different regions; this applies 
especially to the materials and form of sacred furnishings and vestments.

129. During their philosophical and theological studies, clerics are to be taught about the history 
and development of sacred art, and about the sound principles governing the production of its 
works. In consequence they will be able to appreciate and preserve the Church's venerable 
monuments, and be in a position to aid, by good advice, artists who are engaged in producing works 
of art.

130. It is fitting that the use of pontificals be reserved to those ecclesiastical persons who have 
episcopal rank or some particular jurisdiction. 

APPENDIX 

A DECLARATION OF THE SECOND ECUMENICAL COUNCIL OF THE 
VATICAN ON REVISION OF THE CALENDAR 

The Second Ecumenical Sacred Council of the Vatican, recognizing the importance of the wishes 
expressed by many concerning the assignment of the feast of Easter to a fixed Sunday and 
concerning an unchanging calendar, having carefully considered the effects which could result from 
the introduction of a new calendar, declares as follows:

1. The Sacred Council would not object if the feast of Easter were assigned to a particular 
Sunday of the Gregorian Calendar, provided that those whom it may concern, especially the 
brethren who are not in communion with the Apostolic See, give their assent. 

2. The sacred Council likewise declares that it does not oppose efforts designed to introduce a 
perpetual calendar into civil society. 

But among the various systems which are being suggested to stabilize a perpetual calendar and to 
introduce it into civil life, the Church has no objection only in the case of those systems which 
retain and safeguard a seven-day week with Sunday, without the introduction of any days outside 
the week, so that the succession of weeks may be left intact, unless there is question of the most 
serious reasons. Concerning these the Apostolic See shall judge. 
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DECREE ON ECUMENISM
UNITATIS REDINTEGRATIO

INTRODUCTION



1. The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the principal concerns of the Second 
Vatican Council. Christ the Lord founded one Church and one Church only. However, many 
Christian communions present themselves to men as the true inheritors of Jesus Christ; all indeed 
profess to be followers of the Lord but differ in mind and go their different ways, as if Christ 
Himself were divided.(1) Such division openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, 
and damages the holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature.

But the Lord of Ages wisely and patiently follows out the plan of grace on our behalf, sinners that 
we are. In recent times more than ever before, He has been rousing divided Christians to remorse 
over their divisions and to a longing for unity. Everywhere large numbers have felt the impulse of 
this grace, and among our separated brethren also there increases from day to day the movement, 
fostered by the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the restoration of unity among all Christians. This 
movement toward unity is called "ecumenical." Those belong to it who invoke the Triune God and 
confess Jesus as Lord and Savior, doing this not merely as individuals but also as corporate bodies. 
For almost everyone regards the body in which he has heard the Gospel as his Church and indeed, 
God's Church. All however, though in different ways, long for the one visible Church of God, a 
Church truly universal and set forth into the world that the world may be converted to the Gospel 
and so be saved, to the glory of God.

The Sacred Council gladly notes all this. It has already declared its teaching on the Church, and 
now, moved by a desire for the restoration of unity among all the followers of Christ, it wishes to 
set before all Catholics the ways and means by which they too can respond to this grace and to this 
divine call. 

CHAPTER I 
CATHOLIC PRINCIPLES ON ECUMENISM 

2. What has revealed the love of God among us is that the Father has sent into the world His only-
begotten Son, so that, being made man, He might by His redemption give new life to the entire 
human race and unify it.(2) Before offering Himself up as a spotless victim upon the altar, Christ 
prayed to His Father for all who believe in Him: "that they all may be one; even as thou, Father, art 
in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us, so that the world may believe that thou has sent 
me".(3) In His Church He instituted the wonderful sacrament of the Eucharist by which the unity of 
His Church is both signified and made a reality. He gave His followers a new commandment to 
love one another,(4) and promised the Spirit, their Advocate,(5) who, as Lord and life-giver, should 
remain with them forever. 

After being lifted up on the cross and glorified, the Lord Jesus poured forth His Spirit as He had 
promised, and through the Spirit He has called and gathered together the people of the New 
Covenant, who are the Church, into a unity of faith, hope and charity, as the Apostle teaches us: 
"There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling; one Lord, 
one faith, one Baptism".(6) For "all you who have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ ... 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus".(7) It is the Holy Spirit, dwelling in those who believe and 
pervading and ruling over the Church as a whole, who brings about that wonderful communion of 
the faithful. He brings them into intimate union with Christ, so that He is the principle of the 
Church's unity. The distribution of graces and offices is His work too,(8) enriching the Church of 
Jesus Christ with different functions "in order to equip the saints for the work of service, so as to 
build up the body of Christ".(9) 

In order to establish this His holy Church everywhere in the world till the end of time, Christ 
entrusted to the College of the Twelve the task of teaching, ruling and sanctifying.(10) Among their 
number He selected Peter, and after his confession of faith determined that on him He would build 
His Church. Also to Peter He promised the keys of the kingdom of heaven,(11) and after His 
profession of love, entrusted all His sheep to him to be confirmed in faith(12) and shepherded in 
perfect unity.(13) Christ Jesus Himself was forever to remain the chief cornerstone (14) and 



shepherd of our souls.(15) 

Jesus Christ, then, willed that the apostles and their successors -the bishops with Peter's successor at 
their head-should preach the Gospel faithfully, administer the sacraments, and rule the Church in 
love. It is thus, under the action of the Holy Spirit, that Christ wills His people to increase, and He 
perfects His people's fellowship in unity: in their confessing the one faith, celebrating divine 
worship in common, and keeping the fraternal harmony of the family of God. 

The Church, then, is God's only flock; it is like a standard lifted high for the nations to see it:(16) 
for it serves all mankind through the Gospel of peace(17) as it makes its pilgrim way in hope 
toward the goal of the fatherland above.(18) 

This is the sacred mystery of the unity of the Church, in Christ and through Christ, the Holy Spirit 
energizing its various functions. It is a mystery that finds its highest exemplar and source in the 
unity of the Persons of the Trinity: the Father and the Son in the Holy Spirit, one God.

3. Even in the beginnings of this one and only Church of God there arose certain rifts,(19) which 
the Apostle strongly condemned.(20) But in subsequent centuries much more serious dissensions 
made their appearance and quite large communities came to be separated from full communion with 
the Catholic Church-for which, often enough, men of both sides were to blame. The children who 
are born into these Communities and who grow up believing in Christ cannot be accused of the sin 
involved in the separation, and the Catholic Church embraces upon them as brothers, with respect 
and affection. For men who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in communion with 
the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect. The differences that exist in varying 
degrees between them and the Catholic Church-whether in doctrine and sometimes in discipline, or 
concerning the structure of the Church-do indeed create many obstacles, sometimes serious ones, to 
full ecclesiastical communion. The ecumenical movement is striving to overcome these obstacles. 
But even in spite of them it remains true that all who have been justified by faith in Baptism are 
members of Christ's body,(21) and have a right to be called Christian, and so are correctly accepted 
as brothers by the children of the Catholic Church.(22)

Moreover, some and even very many of the significant elements and endowments which together 
go to build up and give life to the Church itself, can exist outside the visible boundaries of the 
Catholic Church: the written word of God; the life of grace; faith, hope and charity, with the other 
interior gifts of the Holy Spirit, and visible elements too. All of these, which come from Christ and 
lead back to Christ, belong by right to the one Church of Christ.

The brethren divided from us also use many liturgical actions of the Christian religion. These most 
certainly can truly engender a life of grace in ways that vary according to the condition of each 
Church or Community. These liturgical actions must be regarded as capable of giving access to the 
community of salvation.

It follows that the separated Churches(23) and Communities as such, though we believe them to be 
deficient in some respects, have been by no means deprived of significance and importance in the 
mystery of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as means of 
salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the 
Church.

Nevertheless, our separated brethren, whether considered as individuals or as Communities and 
Churches, are not blessed with that unity which Jesus Christ wished to bestow on all those who 
through Him were born again into one body, and with Him quickened to newness of life-that unity 
which the Holy Scriptures and the ancient Tradition of the Church proclaim. For it is only through 
Christ's Catholic Church, which is "the all-embracing means of salvation," that they can benefit 
fully from the means of salvation. We believe that Our Lord entrusted all the blessings of the New 
Covenant to the apostolic college alone, of which Peter is the head, in order to establish the one 
Body of Christ on earth to which all should be fully incorporated who belong in any way to the 
people of God. This people of God, though still in its members liable to sin, is ever growing in 



Christ during its pilgrimage on earth, and is guided by God's gentle wisdom, according to His 
hidden designs, until it shall happily arrive at the fullness of eternal glory in the heavenly Jerusalem.

4. Today, in many parts of the world, under the inspiring grace of the Holy Spirit, many efforts are 
being made in prayer, word and action to attain that fullness of unity which Jesus Christ desires. 
The Sacred Council exhorts all the Catholic faithful to recognize the signs of the times and to take 
an active and intelligent part in the work of ecumenism.

The term "ecumenical movement" indicates the initiatives and activities planned and undertaken, 
according to the various needs of the Church and as opportunities offer, to promote Christian unity. 
These are: first, every effort to avoid expressions, judgments and actions which do not represent the 
condition of our separated brethren with truth and fairness and so make mutual relations with them 
more difficult; then, "dialogue" between competent experts from different Churches and 
Communities. At these meetings, which are organized in a religious spirit, each explains the 
teaching of his Communion in greater depth and brings out clearly its distinctive features. In such 
dialogue, everyone gains a truer knowledge and more just appreciation of the teaching and religious 
life of both Communions. In addition, the way is prepared for cooperation between them in the 
duties for the common good of humanity which are demanded by every Christian conscience; and, 
wherever this is allowed, there is prayer in common. Finally, all are led to examine their own 
faithfulness to Christ's will for the Church and accordingly to undertake with vigor the task of 
renewal and reform.

When such actions are undertaken prudently and patiently by the Catholic faithful, with the 
attentive guidance of their bishops, they promote justice and truth, concord and collaboration, as 
well as the spirit of brotherly love and unity. This is the way that, when the obstacles to perfect 
ecclesiastical communion have been gradually overcome, all Christians will at last, in a common 
celebration of the Eucharist, be gathered into the one and only Church in that unity which Christ 
bestowed on His Church from the beginning. We believe that this unity subsists in the Catholic 
Church as something she can never lose, and we hope that it will continue to increase until the end 
of time.

However, it is evident that, when individuals wish for full Catholic communion, their preparation 
and reconciliation is an undertaking which of its nature is distinct from ecumenical action. But there 
is no opposition between the two, since both proceed from the marvelous ways of God.

Catholics, in their ecumenical work, must assuredly be concerned for their separated brethren, 
praying for them, keeping them informed about the Church, making the first approaches toward 
them. But their primary duty is to make a careful and honest appraisal of whatever needs to be done 
or renewed in the Catholic household itself, in order that its life may bear witness more clearly and 
faithfully to the teachings and institutions which have come to it from Christ through the Apostles.

For although the Catholic Church has been endowed with all divinely revealed truth and with all 
means of grace, yet its members fail to live by them with all the fervor that they should, so that the 
radiance of the Church's image is less clear in the eyes of our separated brethren and of the world at 
large, and the growth of God's kingdom is delayed. All Catholics must therefore aim at Christian 
perfection(24) and, each according to his station, play his part that the Church may daily be more 
purified and renewed. For the Church must bear in her own body the humility and dying of 
Jesus,(25) against the day when Christ will present her to Himself in all her glory without spot or 
wrinkle.(26)

All in the Church must preserve unity in essentials. But let all, according to the gifts they have 
received enjoy a proper freedom, in their various forms of spiritual life and discipline, in their 
different liturgical rites, and even in their theological elaborations of revealed truth. In all things let 
charity prevail. If they are true to this course of action, they will be giving ever better expression to 
the authentic catholicity and apostolicity of the Church. 

On the other hand, Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem the truly Christian endowments 



from our common heritage which are to be found among our separated brethren. It is right and 
salutary to recognize the riches of Christ and virtuous works in the lives of others who are bearing 
witness to Christ, sometimes even to the shedding of their blood. For God is always wonderful in 
His works and worthy of all praise.

Nor should we forget that anything wrought by the grace of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of our 
separated brethren can be a help to our own edification. Whatever is truly Christian is never 
contrary to what genuinely belongs to the faith; indeed, it can always bring a deeper realization of 
the mystery of Christ and the Church.

Nevertheless, the divisions among Christians prevent the Church from attaining the fullness of 
catholicity proper to her, in those of her sons who, though attached to her by Baptism, are yet 
separated from full communion with her. Furthermore, the Church herself finds it more difficult to 
express in actual life her full catholicity in all her bearings. 

This Sacred Council is gratified to note that the participation by the Catholic faithful in ecumenical 
work is growing daily. It commends this work to the bishops everywhere in the world to be 
vigorously stimulated by them and guided with prudence. 

CHAPTER II 
THE PRACTICE OF ECUMENISM 

5. The attainment of union is the concern of the whole Church, faithful and shepherds alike. This 
concern extends to everyone, according to his talent, whether it be exercised in his daily Christian 
life or in his theological and historical research. This concern itself reveals already to some extent 
the bond of brotherhood between all Christians and it helps toward that full and perfect unity which 
God in His kindness wills.

6. Every renewal of the Church(27) is essentially grounded in an increase of fidelity to her own 
calling. Undoubtedly this is the basis of the movement toward unity. 

Christ summons the Church to continual reformation as she sojourns here on earth. The Church is 
always in need of this, in so far as she is an institution of men here on earth. Thus if, in various 
times and circumstances, there have been deficiencies in moral conduct or in church discipline, or 
even in the way that church teaching has been formulated-to be carefully distinguished from the 
deposit of faith itself-these can and should be set right at the opportune moment.

Church renewal has therefore notable ecumenical importance. Already in various spheres of the 
Church's life, this renewal is taking place. The Biblical and liturgical movements, the preaching of 
the word of God and catechetics, the apostolate of the laity, new forms of religious life and the 
spirituality of married life, and the Church's social teaching and activity-all these should be 
considered as pledges and signs of the future progress of ecumenism.

7. There can be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a change of heart. For it is from renewal 
of the inner life of our minds,(28) from self-denial and an unstinted love that desires of unity take 
their rise and develop in a mature way. We should therefore pray to the Holy Spirit for the grace to 
be genuinely self-denying, humble. gentle in the service of others, and to have an attitude of 
brotherly generosity towards them. St. Paul says: "I, therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, beg you to 
lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and meekness, 
with patience, forbearing one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the spirit in the bond of 
peace".(29) This exhortation is directed especially to those raised to sacred Orders precisely that the 
work of Christ may be continued. He came among us "not to be served but to serve".(30)

The words of St. John hold good about sins against unity: "If we say we have not sinned, we make 
him a liar, and his word is not in us".(31) So we humbly beg pardon of God and of our separated 
brethren, just as we forgive them that trespass against us.

All the faithful should remember that the more effort they make to live holier lives according to the 



Gospel, the better will they further Christian unity and put it into practice. For the closer their union 
with the Father, the Word, and the Spirit, the more deeply and easily will they be able to grow in 
mutual brotherly love.

8. This change of heart and holiness of life, along with public and private prayer for the unity of 
Christians, should be regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement, and merits the name, 
"spiritual ecumenism." 

It is a recognized custom for Catholics to have frequent recourse to that prayer for the unity of the 
Church which the Saviour Himself on the eve of His death so fervently appealed to His Father: 
"That they may all be one".(32)

In certain special circumstances, such as the prescribed prayers "for unity," and during ecumenical 
gatherings, it is allowable, indeed desirable that Catholics should join in prayer with their separated 
brethren. Such prayers in common are certainly an effective means of obtaining the grace of unity, 
and they are a true expression of the ties which still bind Catholics to their separated brethren. "For 
where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them".(33)

Yet worship in common (communicatio in sacris) is not to be considered as a means to be used 
indiscriminately for the restoration of Christian unity. There are two main principles governing the 
practice of such common worship: first, the bearing witness to the unity of the Church, and second, 
the sharing in the means of grace. Witness to the unity of the Church very generally forbids 
common worship to Christians, but the grace to be had from it sometimes commends this practice. 
The course to be adopted, with due regard to all the circumstances of time, place, and persons, is to 
be decided by local episcopal authority, unless otherwise provided for by the Bishops' Conference 
according to its statutes, or by the Holy See.

9. We must get to know the outlook of our separated brethren. To achieve this purpose, study is of 
necessity required, and this must be pursued with a sense of realism and good will. Catholics, who 
already have a proper grounding, need to acquire a more adequate understanding of the respective 
doctrines of our separated brethren, their history, their spiritual and liturgical life, their religious 
psychology and general background. Most valuable for this purpose are meetings of the two sides-
especially for discussion of theological problems-where each can treat with the other on an equal 
footing-provided that those who take part in them are truly competent and have the approval of the 
bishops. From such dialogue will emerge still more clearly what the situation of the Catholic 
Church really is. In this way too the outlook of our separated brethren will be better understood, and 
our own belief more aptly explained.

10. Sacred theology and other branches of knowledge, especially of an historical nature, must be 
taught with due regard for the ecumenical point of view, so that they may correspond more exactly 
with the facts.

It is most important that future shepherds and priests should have mastered a theology that has been 
carefully worked out in this way and not polemically, especially with regard to those aspects which 
concern the relations of separated brethren with the Catholic Church.

This importance is the greater because the instruction and spiritual formation of the faithful and of 
religious depends so largely on the formation which their priests have received.

Moreover, Catholics engaged in missionary work in the same territories as other Christians ought to 
know, particularly in these times, the problems and the benefits in their apostolate which derive 
from the ecumenical movement.

11. The way and method in which the Catholic faith is expressed should never become an obstacle 
to dialogue with our brethren. It is, of course, essential that the doctrine should be clearly presented 
in its entirety. Nothing is so foreign to the spirit of ecumenism as a false irenicism, in which the 
purity of Catholic doctrine suffers loss and its genuine and certain meaning is clouded. 

At the same time, the Catholic faith must be explained more profoundly and precisely, in such a 



way and in such terms as our separated brethren can also really understand. 

Moreover, in ecumenical dialogue, Catholic theologians standing fast by the teaching of the Church 
and investigating the divine mysteries with the separated brethren must proceed with love for the 
truth, with charity, and with humility. When comparing doctrines with one another, they should 
remember that in Catholic doctrine there exists a "hierarchy" of truths, since they vary in their 
relation to the fundamental Christian faith. Thus the way will be opened by which through fraternal 
rivalry all will be stirred to a deeper understanding and a clearer presentation of the unfathomable 
riches of Christ.(34) 

12. Before the whole world let all Christians confess their faith in the triune God, one and three in 
the incarnate Son of God, our Redeemer and Lord. United in their efforts, and with mutual respect, 
let them bear witness to our common hope which does not play us false. In these days when 
cooperation in social matters is so widespread, all men without exception are called to work 
together, with much greater reason all those who believe in God, but most of all, all Christians in 
that they bear the name of Christ. Cooperation among Christians vividly expresses the relationship 
which in fact already unites them, and it sets in clearer relief the features of Christ the Servant. This 
cooperation, which has already begun in many countries, should be developed more and more, 
particularly in regions where a social and technical evolution is taking place be it in a just 
evaluation of the dignity of the human person, the establishment of the blessings of peace, the 
application of Gospel principles to social life, the advancement of the arts and sciences in a truly 
Christian spirit, or also in the use of various remedies to relieve the afflictions of our times such as 
famine and natural disasters, illiteracy and poverty, housing shortage and the unequal distribution of 
wealth. All believers in Christ can, through this cooperation, be led to acquire a better knowledge 
and appreciation of one another, and so pave the way to Christian unity. 

CHAPTER III 
CHURCHES AND ECCLESIAL COMMUNITIES SEPARATED FROM THE ROMAN 

APOSTOLIC SEE 
13. We now turn our attention to the two chief types of division as they affect the seamless robe of 
Christ.

The first divisions occurred in the East, when the dogmatic formulae of the Councils of Ephesus 
and Chalcedon were challenged, and later when ecclesiastical communion between the Eastern 
Patriarchates and the Roman See was dissolved. 

Other divisions arose more than four centuries later in the West, stemming from the events which 
are usually referred to as "The Reformation." As a result, many Communions, national or 
confessional, were separated from the Roman See. Among those in which Catholic traditions and 
institutions in part continue to exist, the Anglican Communion occupies a special place. 

These various divisions differ greatly from one another not only by reason of their origin, place and 
time, but especially in the nature and seriousness of questions bearing on faith and the structure of 
the Church. Therefore, without minimizing the differences between the various Christian bodies, 
and without overlooking the bonds between them which exist in spite of divisions, this holy Council 
decides to propose the following considerations for prudent ecumenical action. 

I. The Special Consideration of the Eastern Churches 

14. For many centuries the Church of the East and that of the West each followed their separate 
ways though linked in a brotherly union of faith and sacramental life; the Roman See by common 
consent acted as guide when disagreements arose between them over matters of faith or discipline. 
Among other matters of great importance, it is a pleasure for this Council to remind everyone that 
there flourish in the East many particular or local Churches, among which the Patriarchal Churches 
hold first place, and of these not a few pride themselves in tracing their origins back to the apostles 
themselves. Hence a matter of primary concern and care among the Easterns, in their local 



churches, has been, and still is, to preserve the family ties of common faith and charity which ought 
to exist between sister Churches.

Similarly it must not be forgotten that from the beginning the Churches of the East have had a 
treasury from which the Western Church has drawn extensively-in liturgical practice, spiritual 
tradition, and law. Nor must we undervalue the fact that it was the ecumenical councils held in the 
East that defined the basic dogmas of the Christian faith, on the Trinity, on the Word of God Who 
took flesh of the Virgin Mary. To preserve this faith these Churches have suffered and still suffer 
much.

However, the heritage handed down by the apostles was received with differences of form and 
manner, so that from the earliest times of the Church it was explained variously in different places, 
owing to diversities of genius and conditions of life. All this, quite apart from external causes, 
prepared the way for decisions arising also from a lack of charity and mutual understanding.

For this reason the Holy Council urges all, but especially those who intend to devote themselves to 
the restoration of full communion hoped for between the Churches of the East and the Catholic 
Church, to give due consideration to this special feature of the origin and growth of the Eastern 
Churches, and to the character of the relations which obtained between them and the Roman See 
before separation. They must take full account of all these factors and, where this is done, it will 
greatly contribute to the dialogue that is looked for.

15. Everyone also knows with what great love the Christians of the East celebrate the sacred liturgy, 
especially the eucharistic celebration, source of the Church's life and pledge of future glory, in 
which the faithful, united with their bishop, have access to God the Father through the Son, the 
Word made flesh, Who suffered and has been glorified, and so, in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, 
they enter into communion with the most holy Trinity, being made "sharers of the divine 
nature".(35) Hence, through the celebration of the Holy Eucharist in each of these churches, the 
Church of God is built up and grows in stature(36) and through concelebration, their communion 
with one another is made manifest.

In this liturgical worship, the Christians of the East pay high tribute, in beautiful hymns of praise, to 
Mary ever Virgin, whom the ecumenical Council of Ephesus solemnly proclaimed to be the holy 
Mother of God, so that Christ might be acknowledged as being truly Son of God and Son of Man, 
according to the Scriptures. Many also are the saints whose praise they sing, among them the 
Fathers of the universal Church.

These Churches, although separated from us, yet possess true sacraments and above all, by 
apostolic succession, the priesthood and the Eucharist, whereby they are linked with us in closest 
intimacy. Therefore some worship in common (communicatio in sacris), given suitable 
circumstances and the approval of Church authority, is not only possible but to be encouraged.

Moreover, in the East are found the riches of those spiritual traditions which are given expression 
especially in monastic life. There from the glorious times of the holy Fathers, monastic spirituality 
flourished which, then later flowed over into the Western world, and there provided the source from 
which Latin monastic life took its rise and has drawn fresh vigor ever since. Catholics therefore are 
earnestly recommended to avail themselves of the spiritual riches of the Eastern Fathers which lift 
up the whole man to the contemplation of the divine. 

The very rich liturgical and spiritual heritage of the Eastern Churches should be known, venerated, 
preserved and cherished by all. They must recognize that this is of supreme importance for the 
faithful preservation of the fullness of Christian tradition, and for bringing about reconciliation 
between Eastern and Western Christians.

16. Already from the earliest times the Eastern Churches followed their own forms of ecclesiastical 
law and custom, which were sanctioned by the approval of the Fathers of the Church, of synods, 
and even of ecumenical councils. Far from being an obstacle to the Church's unity, a certain 



diversity of customs and observances only adds to her splendor, and is of great help in carrying out 
her mission, as has already been stated. To remove, then, all shadow of doubt, this holy Council 
solemnly declares that the Churches of the East, while remembering the necessary unity of the 
whole Church, have the power to govern themselves according to the disciplines proper to them, 
since these are better suited to the character of their faithful, and more for the good of their souls. 
The perfect observance of this traditional principle not always indeed carried out in practice, is one 
of the essential prerequisites for any restoration of unity. 

17. What has just been said about the lawful variety that can exist in the Church must also be taken 
to apply to the differences in theological expression of doctrine. In the study of revelation East and 
West have followed different methods, and have developed differently their understanding and 
confession of God's truth. It is hardly surprising, then, if from time to time one tradition has come 
nearer to a full appreciation of some aspects of a mystery of revelation than the other, or has 
expressed it to better advantage. In such cases, these various theological expressions are to be 
considered often as mutually complementary rather than conflicting. Where the authentic 
theological traditions of the Eastern Church are concerned, we must recognize the admirable way in 
which they have their roots in Holy Scripture, and how they are nurtured and given expression in 
the life of the liturgy. They derive their strength too from the living tradition of the apostles and 
from the works of the Fathers and spiritual writers of the Eastern Churches. Thus they promote the 
right ordering of Christian life and, indeed, pave the way to a full vision of Christian truth. 

All this heritage of spirituality and liturgy, of discipline and theology, in its various traditions, this 
holy synod declares to belong to the full Catholic and apostolic character of the Church. We thank 
God that many Eastern children of the Catholic Church, who preserve this heritage, and wish to 
express it more faithfully and completely in their lives, are already living in full communion with 
their brethren who follow the tradition of the West. 

18. After taking all these factors into consideration, this Sacred Council solemnly repeats the 
declaration of previous Councils and Roman Pontiffs, that for the restoration or the maintenance of 
unity and communion it is necessary "to impose no burden beyond what is essential".(37) It is the 
Council's urgent desire that, in the various organizations and living activities of the Church, every 
effort should be made toward the gradual realization of this unity, especially by prayer, and by 
fraternal dialogue on points of doctrine and the more pressing pastoral problems of our time. 
Similarly, the Council commends to the shepherds and faithful of the Catholic Church to develop 
closer relations with those who are no longer living in the East but are far from home, so that 
friendly collaboration with them may increase, in the spirit of love, to the exclusion of all feeling of 
rivalry or strife. If this cause is wholeheartedly promoted, the Council hopes that the barrier 
dividing the Eastern Church and Western Church will be removed, and that at last there may be but 
the one dwelling, firmly established on Christ Jesus, the cornerstone, who will make both one.(38) 

II. Separated Churches and Ecclesial Communities in the West 
19. In the great upheaval which began in the West toward the end of the Middle Ages, and in later 
times too, Churches and ecclesial Communities came to be separated from the Apostolic See of 
Rome. Yet they have retained a particularly close affinity with the Catholic Church as a result of the 
long centuries in which all Christendom lived together in ecclesiastical communion.

However, since these Churches and ecclesial Communities, on account of their different origins, 
and different teachings in matters of doctrine on the spiritual life, vary considerably not only with 
us, but also among themselves, the task of describing them at all adequately is extremely difficult; 
and we have no intention of making such an attempt here.

Although the ecumenical movement and the desire for peace with the Catholic Church have not yet 
taken hold everywhere, it is our hope that ecumenical feeling and mutual esteem may gradually 
increase among all men.

It must however be admitted that in these Churches and ecclesial Communities there exist important 



differences from the Catholic Church, not only of an historical, sociological, psychological and 
cultural character, but especially in the interpretation of revealed truth. To make easier the 
ecumenical dialogue in spite of these differences, we wish to set down some considerations which 
can, and indeed should, serve as a basis and encouragement for such dialogue.

20. Our thoughts turn first to those Christians who make open confession of Jesus Christ as God 
and Lord and as the sole Mediator between God and men, to the glory of the one God, Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit. We are aware indeed that there exist considerable divergences from the doctrine of 
the Catholic Church concerning Christ Himself, the Word of God made flesh, the work of 
redemption, and consequently, concerning the mystery and ministry of the Church, and the role of 
Mary in the plan of salvation. But we rejoice to see that our separated brethren look to Christ as the 
source and center of Church unity. Their longing for union with Christ inspires them to seek an ever 
closer unity, and also to bear witness to their faith among the peoples of the earth. 

21. A love and reverence of Sacred Scripture which might be described as devotion, leads our 
brethren to a constant meditative study of the sacred text. For the Gospel "is the power of God for 
salvation to every one who has faith, to the Jew first and then to the Greek".(39)

While invoking the Holy Spirit, they seek in these very Scriptures God as it were speaking to them 
in Christ, Whom the prophets foretold, Who is the Word of God made flesh for us. They 
contemplate in the Scriptures the life of Christ and what the Divine Master taught and did for our 
salvation, especially the mysteries of His death and resurrection.

But while the Christians who are separated from us hold the divine authority of the Sacred Books, 
they differ from ours-some in one way, some in another-regarding the relationship between 
Scripture and the Church. For, according to Catholic belief, the authentic teaching authority of the 
Church has a special place in the interpretation and preaching of the written word of God. 

But Sacred Scriptures provide for the work of dialogue an instrument of the highest value in the 
mighty hand of God for the attainment of that unity which the Saviour holds out to all. 

22. Whenever the Sacrament of Baptism is duly administered as Our Lord instituted it, and is 
received with the right dispositions, a person is truly incorporated into the crucified and glorified 
Christ, and reborn to a sharing of the divine life, as the Apostle says: "You were buried together 
with Him in Baptism, and in Him also rose again-through faith in the working of God, who raised 
Him from the dead".(40) 

Baptism therefore establishes a sacramental bond of unity which links all who have been reborn by 
it. But of itself Baptism is only a beginning, an inauguration wholly directed toward the fullness of 
life in Christ. Baptism, therefore, envisages a complete profession of faith, complete incorporation 
in the system of salvation such as Christ willed it to be, and finally complete ingrafting in 
eucharistic communion.

Though the ecclesial Communities which are separated from us lack the fullness of unity with us 
flowing from Baptism, and though we believe they have not retained the proper reality of the 
eucharistic mystery in its fullness, especially because of the absence of the sacrament of Orders, 
nevertheless when they commemorate His death and resurrection in the Lord's Supper, they profess 
that it signifies life in communion with Christ and look forward to His coming in glory. Therefore 
the teaching concerning the Lord's Supper, the other sacraments, worship, the ministry of the 
Church, must be the subject of the dialogue.

23. The daily Christian life of these brethren is nourished by their faith in Christ and strengthened 
by the grace of Baptism and by hearing the word of God. This shows itself in their private prayer, 
their meditation on the Bible, in their Christian family life, and in the worship of a community 
gathered together to praise God. Moreover, their form of worship sometimes displays notable 
features of the liturgy which they shared with us of old. 

Their faith in Christ bears fruit in praise and thanksgiving for the blessings received from the hands 



of God. Among them, too, is a strong sense of justice and a true charity toward their neighbor. This 
active faith has been responsible for many organizations for the relief of spiritual and material 
distress, the furtherance of the education of youth, the improvement of the social conditions of life, 
and the promotion of peace throughout the world.

While it is true that many Christians understand the moral teaching of the Gospel differently from 
Catholics, and do not accept the same solutions to the more difficult problems of modern society, 
nevertheless they share our desire to stand by the words of Christ as the source of Christian virtue, 
and to obey the command of the Apostle: "And whatever you do, in word or in work, do all in the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ, giving thanks to God the Father through Him".(41) For that reason 
an ecumenical dialogue might start with discussion of the application of the Gospel to moral 
conduct. 

24. Now that we have briefly set out the conditions for ecumenical action and the principles by 
which it is to be directed, we look with confidence to the future. This Sacred Council exhorts the 
faithful to refrain from superficiality and imprudent zeal, which can hinder real progress toward 
unity. Their ecumenical action must be fully and sincerely Catholic, that is to say, faithful to the 
truth which we have received from the apostles and Fathers of the Church, in harmony with the 
faith which the Catholic Church has always professed, and at the same time directed toward that 
fullness to which Our Lord wills His Body to grow in the course of time. 

It is the urgent wish of this Holy Council that the measures undertaken by the sons of the Catholic 
Church should develop in conjunction with those of our separated brethren so that no obstacle be 
put in the ways of divine Providence and no preconceived judgments impair the future inspirations 
of the Holy Spirit. The Council moreover professes its awareness that human powers and capacities 
cannot achieve this holy objective-the reconciling of all Christians in the unity of the one and only 
Church of Christ. It is because of this that the Council rests all its hope on the prayer of Christ for 
the Church, on our Father's love for us, and on the power of the Holy Spirit. "And hope does not 
disappoint, because God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has 
been given to us".(42) 

Each and all these matters which are set forth in this Decree have been favorably voted on by the 
Fathers of the Council. And We, by the apostolic authority given Us by Christ and in union with the 
Fathers, approve, decree and establish them in the Holy Spirit and command that they be 
promulgated for the glory of God. 

Given in Rome at St. Peter's, November 21, 1964 
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