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SIGN AND INSTRUMENT: 
THE CATHOLIC CHURCH TODAY 

 

The Texts 
 
THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL…BY THE NUMBERS 

Announced on 25 January 1959 by Pope John XXIII. 

Opened 11 October 1962 and closed 8 December 1965 by Pope Paul VI. 

Held four 10-week gatherings. 

4 ten-week sessions: 10 public sessions and 168 working sessions. 

2,598 opinions solicited, gathering 1,998 responses. 
 
“The Venerable Pontiff wants to know the opinions or views and to obtain the suggestions 
and wishes of their excellencies, the bishops and prelates who are summoned by law to take 
part in the ecumenical council…These [suggestions, etc.] will be most useful in preparing 
the topics to be discussed at the council.” 
 
“…with complete freedom and honesty…on anything Your Excellency thinks should be 
treated in the council.” 
-Cardinal Tardini, Letter to Council Fathers, 18 June 1959 

2,850 invitations were sent on 15 July 1962. 

 

 

 

 

2,400 Council fathers participating at any one time. 
 

During the council 253 fathers died, 296 were added. 
 

From 116 countries… 
36% Europe 

34% Americas 
 12% North America 

20% Asia and 
Oceania 

10% Africa 

85 Cardinals 
8 Patriarchs 

533 Archbishops 
2,131 Bishops 

26 Abbots 
68 Superiors-general 

Also… 
484 Periti 

1000 Press passes 
182 non-Catholic observers 

21 auditors: 
15 Women 

6 Men 
Three of whom spoke at 

the council 
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Over all, 2,860 participated in Vatican II.  
By contrast, 750 participated in Vatican I and 29 to 200+ in the Council of Trent. 

 
THE DOCUMENTS… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Over 3000 pages of Latin text! 
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF VATICAN II… 
Our duty is not only to guard this precious treasure, as if we were concerned only with 
antiquity, but to dedicate ourselves with an earnest will and without fear to that work 
which our era demands of us, pursuing thus the path which the Church has followed for 
twenty centuries. 
… 
…step forward toward a doctrinal penetration and a formation of consciousness in faithful 
and perfect conformity to the authentic doctrine, which, however, should be studied and 
expounded through the methods of research and through the literary forms of modern 
thought. The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith is one thing, and the 
way in which it is presented is another. And it is the latter that must be taken into great 
consideration with patience if necessary, everything being measured in the forms and 
proportions of a Magisterium which is predominantly pastoral in character. 
-Pope Saint John XXIII, Opening Address of Vatican II (11 October 1962) 
 
 
From a legislative and judicial outlook to a pastoral outlook… 
     

From a canonical idiom to panegyric idiom… 
      
          From dialectic to dialogue… 
Aggiornamento (John XXIII)  
 

Development (Newman)  
 
Resscourcement (De Lubac) 

 

9 Decrees… 
On Mass Media,  

On the Catholic Eastern Churches,  
On Ecumenism,  

On Bishops,  
On the Renewal of Religious Life,  

On the Training of Priests,  
On the Apostolate of the Laity,  
On Missionary Activity, On the 

Ministry and Life of Priests 

4 Constitutions… 
On the Sacred Liturgy (Sacrosanctum Concilium) 

On the Church (Lumen Gentium) 
On Divine Revelation (Dei Verbum) 

On the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes) 

3 Declarations… 
On Christian Education, 

On Non-Christian Religions, 
On Religious Liberty 
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THE PURPOSE OF LUMEN GENTIUM… 
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. 
-Lumen Gentium 1.1 (1964) 
  
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" 
-Lumen Gentium 1.2 (1964) 
 
When the work which the Father gave the Son to do on earth 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. He is the Spirit of Life, a fountain of water springing up to life eternal. To men, 
dead in sin, the Father gives life through Him, until, in Christ, He brings to life their 
mortal bodies. The Spirit dwells in the Church and in the hearts of the faithful, as in a 
temple. In them He prays on their behalf and bears witness to the fact that they are 
adopted sons. The Church, which the Spirit guides in way of all truth 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. 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. The Spirit and the Bride both say to Jesus, the Lord, 
"Come!" 
-Lumen Gentium 1.4 (1964) 
 
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. By 
communicating His Spirit, Christ made His brothers, called together from all nations, 
mystically the components of His own Body. 
-Lumen Gentium 1.7 (1964) 
 
THE IMAGERY OF THE CHURCH… 
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. 
-Lumen Gentium 1.6 (1964) 

 
Sheepfold, flock, cultivated field, building of God, Jerusalem, mother, body of Christ… 
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THE PEOPLE OF GOD… 
Thus, the Church has been seen as "a people made one with the unity of the Father, the 
Son and the Holy Spirit." 
-Lumen Gentium 1.4 (1964) 
 
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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.9 (1964) 
 
In the early stages of the reception of the Council, the concept of "People of God" 
predominated together with the theme of collegiality; the term "people" was understood in 
terms of ordinary political usage; later in the context of liberation theology it was 
understood in terms of the Marxist use of the term people as opposed to the dominating 
classes, and even more widely, in the sense of the sovereignty of the people, which would 
now finally be applied to the Church. This in turn gave rise to broad discussions about her 
structures, in which People of God was interpreted, according to the situation, either in a 
more Western way as "democratization", or in the Eastern European way as "popular 
democracy". 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), “The Ecclesiology of the Constitution 
on the Church Lumen Gentium” (2000) 
 
Until then [1985] the phrase "People of God" had prevailed as the chief new concept of the 
Church, and was widely believed to synthesize the intentions of Vatican II itself. This belief 
might well have been true, if the words had been used in the full profundity of their 
biblical meaning and in the broad, accurate context in which the Council had used them. 
When, however the main word becomes a slogan, its meaning is inevitably diminished; 
indeed, it is trivialized. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), “Eucharist, Communion and 
Solidarity,” (2 June 2002) 
 
Here ‘People of God’ actually refers always to the Old Testament element of the church, to 
her continuity with Israel. But the church receives her New Testament character more 
distinctively in the concept ‘Body of Christ.’ One is church and one is a member thereof, 
not through a sociological adherence but precisely incorporation in this body of the Lord 
through baptism and the Eucharist. 
-Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope Benedict XVI), The Ratzinger Report (1985) 
 
Christ instituted this new covenant, the new testament, that is to say, in His Blood, 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, not from the flesh but from water and the Holy Spirit, are finally 
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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". 
-Lumen Gentium 2.9 (1964) 
 
LIGHT AND SALT…THE CHURCH VISIBLE 
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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.9 (1964) 
 
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 
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. 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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.8 (1964) 
 
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, 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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.8 (1964) 
 
 
A SACRAMENTAL COMMUNION… 
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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.11 (1964) 
 
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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.11 (1964) 
 
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 
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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. 
-Lumen Gentium 2.13 (1964) 
 
A PILGRIM PEOPLE… 
From this source [the Trinity] 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. 
-Lumen Gentium 1.5 (1964) 
 
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. 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. 
-Lumen Gentium 7.48 (1964) 
 
 
 


