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[JESUS CHRIST] IS THE HEAD OF THE BODY, THE 

CHURCH.  (Col. 1: 18) 

NOW YOU ARE THE BODY OF CHRIST AND 

INDIVIDUALLY MEMBERS OF IT.  (1 Cor. 12: 27) 

 

     Our purpose in this unit of study is to grow in steadfastness and love of the 

Church by reading, studying and praying over Lumen Gentium ( The Dogmatic 

Constitution of the Church).  We are engaged in “fides 

quarens intellectum”   (“faith seeking understanding”), the 

motto of St. Anselm of Canterbury (Proslogion).  Lumen 

Gentium (Light of Humanity) was promulgated by Pope 

Paul VI on Nov. 21, 1964.  Four drafts were prepared 

before the final version was accepted by a vote of 2151-5.  

There is much more to ‘the Church’ than is commonly 

understood and so we will discover.   

     During Candidacy II we will study some of the documents of Vatican II in order 

to have a firm grounding in our Faith, following the prescription of our holy 

founder, St. Dominic.  As Blessed John Paul II wrote in Dominicae Cenae (The 

Mystery and Worship of the Eucharist), “…by means of this Council the Holy Spirit 

‘has spoken to the Church’ the truths and given the indications 

for carrying out her mission among the people of today and 

tomorrow.” (#13)  Also as Pope Benedict XVI (then Cardinal 

Joseph Ratzinger)  wrote in Der Weltdienst der Kirche, “We 

cannot return to the past, nor have we any desire to do so.  But 

we must be ready to reflect anew on that which, in the lapse of 
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time, has remained the one constant.  To seek it without distraction and to dare 

to accept, with joyful hearts and without diminution, the foolishness of truth – 

this, I think, is the task for today and for tomorrow.”  These documents can be a 

rich source for transformation and growth, not only intellectually, but, more 

importantly, spiritually. 

 

“THE CHURCH” 

     The word ‘Church’ is an English translation of the 

Greek ‘ekklesia’.  It “comes from the verb kaleo, 

which means to call or convoke.  In classical usage 

ekklesia is the assembly of the people…” (The New 

World Dictionary Concordance to the NAB, p. 88).  

“’The Church’ is the People that God gathers in the 

whole world.  She exists in local communities and is made real as a liturgical, 

above all a Eucharistic, assembly.  She draws her life from the word and the Body 

of Christ and so herself becomes Christ’s body.”  (Catechism of the Catholic 

Church  #752)  For this reason the picture chosen for this unit is an assembly of 

people rather than a building. 

 

LUMEN GENTIUM – KEY TO THE COUNCIL 

     Blessed John Paul II, in a Sunday Angelus address, said: 

 “In my reflection today I intend to call your 

attention to the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen 

Gentium, ‘the keystone ‘ of the Council’s whole 

Magisterium.  With it, the Second Vatican Council 

wished to shed light on the Church’s reality:  a wonderful but 

complex reality consisting of human and divine elements, visible and 

invisible. (cf. # 8)…The Church described in Lumen Gentium is a 

Church rich in life;  a Church which, far from withdrawing into 
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herself, is opening up with greater energy to the world.  A Church 

which feels she ‘owes the Gospel’ to all men…”   

 Many have difficulty with the Church because they concentrate only on 

negative human elements.  Of course we know that there are many great saints 

and wonderful works throughout the history of the Church.  There are many good 

examples whom we have met and admire.  

 

LUMEN GENTIUM and the LAITY 

     New emphases on the role of the Laity were advanced.  You cannot have an 

‘assembly’ without people.  To paraphrase Abraham Lincoln:  God must have 

loved the Laity because He made so many of them.  Donald J. Goergen OP wrote 

in Letters to my Brothers and Sisters,  

“[Yves Congar] once said that the most important 

decision of the Second Vatican Council was the 

decision to reverse the order of the second and third 

chapters of the Constitution on the Church…giving 

first place and prominence to the image of the 

Church as God’s people.  [The Church as hierarchical followed.]  The 

decision put the laity at the center of post-conciliar awareness… In a 

laity-centered Church there is an increasing emphasis on the 

theology of baptism, on the awareness that every baptized Christian 

has a vocation, on the common vocation to discipleship, on 

discipleship as manifest in a variety of ministries in the life of the 

Church, and on the interconnectedness of vocation, mission, ministry 

and spirituality.”  (12, THE LAITY)   

 These emphases impel us to read and study Lumen 

Gentium.  It is necessary in order to understand our vocation in 

the Church.  It is also necessary if we are to preach the truth to 

the world. 
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LUMEN GENTIUM and DOMINICANS 

     The Dominican Family have been faithful members of the Church from the 

beginning when St. Dominic travelled Europe with Bishop Diego for the Church 

and, also, journeyed to Rome to see the Pope and promote his Order.  Bro. Liam 

Walsh OP wrote in Light for the Church, Prouilhe, 2006: 

 “But we can only be Dominicans because first we are 

Church…It was in being ‘light of the Church’ that he 

became and is light, torch, flame, fire for us for whom 

he is elder brother and founding father.  His passion 

was to bring light to the Church.”  

  St. Dominic’s mission also demonstrates his union and desire to advance 

the Church:   

“[St. Dominic’s] teaching was on fire, because he 

was a lamp that had been lit.  ‘His words burned 

like a torch’ because he ‘came in the spirit and 

power of Elijah.’…So he was a lamp, a lamp that 

was lit, and a lamp that had been placed on a 

lampstand,” preached Thomas Agni of Lentini 

(+1277). (Early Dominicans, p. 64)  

     Lumen Gentium emphasized the emergence of the Laity as necessary for the 

establishment of the Kingdom.  This is reflected in the statement of the General 

Chapter of the Dominican Order of Quezon City, 1977: 

 “The branches of the Dominican Family are bound together by a 

common name and by the common apostolic and spiritual traditions 

which have their source in St. Dominic…[who] created his family, not 

for itself, but to be at the service of the Church and its mission to the 

world.”  
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  “Our Order was founded, from the beginning, especially for preaching and 

the salvation of souls.” (The Primitive Constitutions, Prologue, 1228)  So 

remember that first we are Church. 

     As members of the Church we are also called by the Holy Spirit to be members 

of the Dominican Order, a true vocation.  Our Lay Dominican Rule states: 

1. Among the disciples of Christ, men and women living in the world, 

in virtue of their Baptism and Confirmation, have been made 

participants in the prophetic, priestly and royal office of Our Lord 

Jesus Christ.  They are called to bring Christ’s living presence to 

people so that “the divine message of salvation be made known 

and accepted by all people throughout the world.” (Apostolicam 

Actuositatem 4: #3)  

2. Some of these disciples of Christ, moved 

by the Holy Spirit to live a life according to 

the spirit and charism of St. Dominic, are 

incorporated into the Order through a 

special promise according to their 

appropriate statutes. 

 

LUMEN GENTIUM – TWO QUESTIONS 

 The question has been raised by some of our Separated Brethren, “If Christ 

is the Head of the Church, then how can the Pope be the Head of the 

Church?”  St. Thomas Aquinas answers this objection in the third part of 

the Summa Theologica when he states that other men 

are called “head of the Church” in a limited sense 

whereas Christ is called “Head” in the proper and 

fullest sense.  

 “First, inasmuch as Christ is the Head of all who 

pertain to the Church in every place and time and 

state;  but all other men are called heads with 
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reference to certain special places…or with reference to a determined 

time as the Pope is the head of the whole Church, viz. during the time 

of his Pontificate…” (Summa 3.8.6)   

Secondly, Thomas also writes that Christ is called the Head of the 

Church by His own power and authority but other men because they act 

in Christ’s place. 

 Certain Traditionalist Catholic groups (particularly Sedevacantists) object to 

section 8 where it states, “This Church, constituted and organized as a 

society in the present world, subsists in the Catholic Church, which is 

governed by the successor of Peter and by the bishops in communion with 

him.  Nevertheless, many elements of sanctification and truth are found 

outside its visible confines.”  (Ponder this.)  This is a 

question of “subsistit in” used instead of “est”. In an 

interview with Frankfurter Allegemeine Zeitung, 

then-Cardinal Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, 

responded: 

 “The concept expressed by ‘is’ (to be) is far 

broader than that expressed by ‘to subsist’.  ‘To 

subsist’ is a very precise way of being, that is, to 

be as a subject, which exists in itself.  Thus the Council Fathers meant 

to say that the being of the Church as such is a broader entity than 

the Roman Catholic Church, but within the latter it acquires, in an 

incomparable way, the character of a true and proper subject.” 

 

STUDY AND LUMEN GENTIUM 

     There is so much rich information in Lumen Gentium to be studied and 

incorporated that it should be consulted again and again.  Belonging to ‘The 

Church’ is a privilege and a gift given us by the Holy Spirit.  The Church is the 

Kingdom of Christ, already present in the world.  Knowing this, who would ever 

decide to leave it?  Those who do leave often do so because they judge it based 

on the foibles and sins of some of it’s too human members, not having the bigger 
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picture presented by Lumen Gentium.  To describe it, St. Paul uses the term, the 

‘Mystical Body of Christ’ and a temple, and St. John, the ‘Vine and the Branches’.   

     “You are fellow citizens of the saints and 

members of the household of God.  You form a 

building which rises on the foundation of the 

apostles and prophets, with Christ as the 

capstone.  Through Him the whole structure is 

fitted together and takes shape as a holy 

temple in the Lord;  in Him you are being built 

into this temple, to become a dwelling place for God in the Spirit.”  

(Eph. 2: 19-22)  

     “…one and the same Christ is present, not only in the firstborn of 

all creation, but in all His saints as well.  The head cannot be 

separated from the members, nor the members from the head…even 

now He dwells, whole and undivided, in His temple, the Church.”  

(Sermon by Pope Leo the Great, Office of Readings, Wednesday, 

second week of Easter) 

     There are many ‘lights’ set off by Lumen Gentium, (a few): 

 The significance of ‘The People of God’ coming before ‘The Hierarchy”  

 The relationship of Protestants, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and non-believers 

in God to the Church 

 The roles of Pope, Bishop, Priest, 

Deacon, Laity, Religious 

 The significance of the call of all 

Christians to holiness, not just Priests 

and Religious.  This is very important to 

us, Lay Dominicans. 

 Mary, the Mother of God, as a type of 

the Church 
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LUMEN GENTIUM – ORGANIZATION 

1. The Mystery of the Church  (1-8) 

2. The People of God  (9-17) 

3. The Church is Hierarchical  (18-29) 

4. The Laity  (30-38) 

5. The Call to Holiness  (39-42) 

6. Religious  (43-47) 

7. The Pilgrim Church  (48-51) 

8. Our Lady  (52-69) 

 

 Obviously, much could be written about these different chapters in 

explanation and development but that would defeat the original purpose of this 

unit.  That purpose was to read, to study and to pray over Lumen Gentium over 

three months.  A fourth can be added:  to discuss.  By these four acts Lumen 

Gentium will live in your heart, deepening your love and understanding of THE 

CHURCH. 

 

INTERNET TEXT  OF LUMEN GENTIUM 

     http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/v2church.htm  

 

 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/v2church.htm

