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The Documents of 
Vatican II  

The Four Constitutions 

➢  The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church:  Lumen 
gentium 

➢ The Dogmatic Constitution on the Word of God:  Dei 
Verbum

➢ The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy:  
      Sacrosanctum Concilium

➢ The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World:  Gaudium et spes 



The Documents of Vatican II

The Primacy of the Constitutions 

The Extraordinary Synod of 1985 on the implementation of the Council stated 
that a certain primacy should be given to the four constitutions when it comes 
to interpreting the other documents:  “Special attention must be paid to the 
four major constitutions of the Council, which contain the interpretive key for 
the other decrees and declarations.”  From this is can be concluded that in 
the minds of the bishops of the Synod the constitutions contained a number 
of principles that were developed in one way or another in other documents 
and that these documents should not be interpreted in a way as to draw 
conclusions that run counter to the principles found in the constitutions.  
(Douglas G. Bushman, Course Notes from Vatican II and Post-Conciliar Papal 
Teaching) 



The Documents of Vatican II
Decrees 

➢ Decree on the Instruments of Social 
Communication:  Inter mirifica

➢ Decree on Ecumenism:  Unitatis redintegratio
➢ Decree on Eastern Catholic Churches:  

Orientalium Ecclesiarum
➢ Decree on the Appropriate Renewal of Religious 

Life:  Perfectae caritatis 
➢ Decree on Priestly Formation:  Optatam totius
➢ Decree on the Bishop’s Pastoral Office in the 

Church:  Christus Dominus
➢ Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity:  

Apostolicam actuositatem
➢ Decree on the Ministry and Life of Priests:  

Presbyterorum ordinis
➢ Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity:        

Ad gentes 

Declarations 

➢ Declaration on Christian Education:  Gravissimum 
educationis

➢ Declaration on the Relationship of the Church 
with non-Christian Religions:  Nostra aetate

➢ Declaration on Religious Freedom:  Dignitatis 
humanae

Messages 

While not strictly documents of the Council, the 
Council Fathers also issued a Message to 
Humanity and Closing Messages addressed to 
various groups:  rulers; scientists; artists; women; 
poor, sick and suffering; workers; youth.  



➢ Jesus Christ fully reveals and accomplishes the loving 
plan of the Father with and through the Holy Spirit.

➢ Jesus reveals and brings about the mystery, identity, 
and mission of the Church and is working in and 
through her.  

➢ Jesus Christ fully reveals man to himself. 

“We must accustom ourselves to see Christ in the 
Church.  It is Christ who lives in the Church, who 
teaches, governs, and sanctifies through it.  It is Christ, 
too, who manifests Himself differently in different 
members of His society.” (St. Paul VI, Ecclesiam 
Suam, 35)   

        

Deeply Christocentric



The Universal Call to Holiness

It is necessary therefore to rediscover the full practical significance of Chapter 5 of 
the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church Lumen Gentium, dedicated to the 
"universal call to holiness". The Council Fathers laid such stress on this point, not 
just to embellish ecclesiology with a kind of spiritual veneer, but to make the call 
to holiness an intrinsic and essential aspect of their teaching on the Church. 

As the Council itself explained, this ideal of perfection must not be misunderstood 
as if it involved some kind of extraordinary existence, possible only for a few 
"uncommon heroes" of holiness. The ways of holiness are many, according to the 
vocation of each individual…The time has come to re-propose wholeheartedly to 
everyone this high standard of ordinary Christian living: the whole life of the 
Christian community and of Christian families must lead in this direction.
(St. John Paul II, Novo millennio ineunte, 30, 31) 



The Unity of Faith and Life 

This council exhorts Christians, as citizens of two cities, to strive to discharge their 
earthly duties conscientiously and in response to the Gospel spirit. They are 
mistaken who, knowing that we have here no abiding city but seek one which is to 
come, 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.  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.  (Gaudium et spes, 43) 



An Apologetics of Meaning 

The Question/Answer Dynamic of Faith

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. (Gaudium et spes, 43)



Christian Anthropology

The Theological Issue of our Time 

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, 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. 
(Gaudium et spes, 22)

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.  (Gaudium et spes, 24) 



➢ Communion as the Basis for Mission

➢ Mission Follows from Identity 

➢ The Role and Mission of the Laity

➢ The Power of Witness 

"Modern man listens more willingly to witnesses 
than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, 
it is because they are witnesses.”  (St. Paul VI, 
Evangelii nuntiandi, 41)     
      

Communion and             
Co-Responsibility for the 
Mission of the Church 



The Church’s Solidarity with 
Modern Men and Women 

Every Person is the Way of the Church 

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 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. (Gaudium et spes, 22) 

Since this man is the way for the Church, the way for her daily life and experience, for her 
mission and toil, the Church of today must be aware in an always new manner of man's 
"situation". That means that she must be aware of his possibilities, which keep returning to 
their proper bearings and thus revealing themselves. She must likewise be aware of the threats 
to man and of all that seems to oppose the endeavor "to make human life ever more human" 
and make every element of this life correspond to man's true dignity-in a word, she must be 
aware of all that is opposed to that process. (St. John Paul II, Redemptor hominis, 14)



A Call to True Conversion

In speaking of conversion, the New Testament uses the word metanoia, 
which means a change of mentality. It is not simply a matter of thinking 
differently in an intellectual sense, but of revising the reasons behind 
one's actions in the light of the Gospel. In this regard, Saint Paul speaks 
of “faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). This means that true 
conversion needs to be prepared and nurtured though the prayerful 
reading of Sacred Scripture and the practice of the Sacraments of 
Reconciliation and the Eucharist. Conversion leads to fraternal 
communion, because it enables us to understand that Christ is the head 
of the Church, his Mystical Body; it urges solidarity, because it makes us 
aware that whatever we do for others, especially for the poorest, we do 
for Christ himself…



A Call to True Conversion

…Conversion, therefore, fosters a new life, in which there is no separation 
between faith and works in our daily response to the universal call to 
holiness. In order to speak of conversion, the gap between faith and life 
must be bridged. Where this gap exists, Christians are such only in name. 
To be true disciples of the Lord, believers must bear witness to their 
faith, and “witnesses testify not only with words, but also with their 
lives”.  We must keep in mind the words of Jesus: “Not everyone who says 
to me, 'Lord, Lord!' shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does 
the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Mt 7:21). Openness to the Father's 
will supposes a total self-giving, including even the gift of one's life: “The 
greatest witness is martyrdom”.  (St. John Paul II, Ecclesia in America, 26) 
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