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DOGMATIC CONSTITUTION ON THE CHURCH  

LUMEN GENTIUM 

SOLEMNLY PROMULGATED BY HIS HOLINESS 

POPE PAUL VI 

ON NOVEMBER 21, 1964  

 Several of the books I am reading or plan to read refer to Lumen Gentium, 
so I thought it would be good to read it as background for reading his book.  This 
was a marginally profitable exercise.   
 To evangelical eyes, this document says a lot about things that seem not 
well-founded on Scripture, and skims over or neglects outright other aspects of 
the Church that seem central and essential to understanding it.  (Perhaps these 
are discussed elsewhere and were not deemed necessary to restate.) 
 Much of the document lays out the various duties, responsibilities and 
rights of the various segments of the Church.  A lot of attention is given to 
bishops, which includes of course the pope in a special capacity.  Then priests 
are discussed, then deacons, then the laity.  In a separate section those devoted 
to religious life are also discussed. 
 Of particular interest to one outside the Catholic Church is what this 
document says about us.  It seems that the council is trying to walk a very fine 
line.  On the one hand, they affirm the historic Catholic teaching that there is no 
salvation outside the [Roman Catholic] Church.  Yet they acknowledge that 
“many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible 
structure.”  They acknowledge that “in many ways [the Roman Catholic Church] 
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.”  They recognize that these Christians 
accept Scripture, believe in God and Jesus, and are baptized; many observe 
other sacraments, honor the episcopate, and observe the Eucharist; some 
venerate Mary; and they “share with us in prayer and other spiritual benefits.” 
They even go so far as to say that these Christians can in some sense said to be 
joined with them by the Holy Spirit, and acknowledge that among them have 
been legitimate martyrs.  They call us “separated brethren.”  So I would ask, in 
what sense, if all this is true, is there no salvation for us?  This seems to me to be 
an unresolved tension.  To be fair, I should not that most of these comments 
seems to be directed not at evangelical Protestants like me, but rather to the 
Eastern churches. 
 Overall, reading this document feels like joining a conversation that has 
been going on for quite a while, or jumping into a doctoral level theology course 
two-thirds of the way through a semester (and without having taken several of 
the prerequisites).  After reading other works over the course of my sabbatical, I 
realized that this impression is in fact correct.  Even the phrases and terms used 
in the document have accumulated technical meanings from previous usage and 
discussion over the years.  While this document does in some sense stand alone 
as its own work, it certainly standing in continuity with a host of other documents 
and discussions in the Catholic church. 


