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Catechism of the Catholic
Church (nn. 874-913) – These
points about the structure of
the Church speak of the
vocation of laypersons and
their participation in the
priestly, prophetic and royal
mission of Christ.

03/02/2006

I. The Hierarchical Constitution of the
Church Why the ecclesial ministry?



874. Christ is himself the source of
ministry in the Church. He instituted
the Church. He gave her authority
and mission, orientation and goal:

“In order to shepherd the People of
God and to increase its numbers
without cease, Christ the Lord set up
in his Church a variety of offices
which aim at the good of the whole
body. The holders of office, who are
invested with a sacred power, are, in
fact, dedicated to promoting the
interests of their brethren, so that all
who belong to the People of God . . .
may attain to salvation” (LG 18).

875. "How are they to believe in him
of whom they have never heard? and
how are they to hear without a
preacher? and how can men preach
unless they are sent?" (Rom
10:14:15). No one - no individual and
no community - can proclaim the
Gospel to himself: "Faith comes from
what is heard" (Rom 10:17). No one



can give himself the mandate and the
mission to proclaim the Gospel. The
one sent by the Lord does not speak
and act on his own authority, but by
virtue of Christ's authority; not as a
member of the community, but
speaking to it in the name of Christ.
No one can bestow grace on himself;
it must be given and offered. This
fact presupposes ministers of grace,
authorized and empowered by
Christ. From him, they receive the
mission and faculty ("the sacred
power") to act in persona Christi
Capitis. The ministry in which
Christ's emissaries do and give by
God's grace what they cannot do and
give by their own powers, is called a
"sacrament" by the Church's
tradition. Indeed, the ministry of the
Church is conferred by a special
sacrament.

876. Intrinsically linked to the
sacramental nature of ecclesial
ministry is its character as service.



Entirely dependent on Christ who
gives mission and authority,
ministers are truly "slaves of
Christ" (Cf. Rom 1:1), in the image of
him who freely took "the form of a
slave" for us (Phil 2:7). Because the
word and grace of which they are
ministers are not their own, but are
given to them by Christ for the sake
of others, they must freely become
the slaves of all (Cf. 1 Cor 9:19).

877. Likewise, it belongs to the
sacramental nature of ecclesial
ministry that it have a collegial
character. In fact, from the beginning
of his ministry, the Lord Jesus
instituted the Twelve as "the seeds of
the new Israel and the beginning of
the sacred hierarchy" (AG 5). Chosen
together, they were also sent out
together, and their fraternal unity
would be at the service of the
fraternal communion of all the
faithful: they would reflect and
witness to the communion of the



divine persons (Cf. Jn 17:21-23). For
this reason every bishop exercises
his ministry from within the
episcopal college, in communion
with the bishop of Rome, the
successor of St. Peter and head of the
college. So also priests exercise their
ministry from within the
presbyterium of the diocese, under
the direction of their bishop.

878. Finally, it belongs to the
sacramental nature of ecclesial
ministry that it have a personal
character. Although Christ's
ministers act in communion with one
another, they also always act in a
personal way. Each one is called
personally: "You, follow me" (Jn
21:22; Cf. Mt 4:19-21; Jn 1:4) in order
to be a personal witness within the
common mission, to bear personal
responsibility before him who gives
the mission, acting "in his person"
and for other persons: "I baptize you
in the name of the Father and of the



Son and of the Holy Spirit ..."; "I
absolve you...."

879. Sacramental ministry in the
Church, then, is at once a collegial
and a personal service, exercised in
the name of Christ. This is evidenced
by the bonds between the episcopal
college and its head, the successor of
St. Peter, and in the relationship
between the bishop's pastoral
responsibility for his particular
church and the common solicitude of
the episcopal college for the
universal Church.

The episcopal college and its head, the
Pope

880. When Christ instituted the
Twelve, "he constituted [them] in the
form of a college or permanent
assembly, at the head of which he
placed Peter, chosen from among
them" (LG 19; cf. Lk 6:13; Jn
21:15-17). Just as "by the Lord's
institution, St. Peter and the rest of



the apostles constitute a single
apostolic college, so in like fashion
the Roman Pontiff, Peter's successor,
and the bishops, the successors of the
apostles, are related with and united
to one another" (LG 22; cf. CIC, can.
330).

881. The Lord made Simon alone,
whom he named Peter, the "rock" of
his Church. He gave him the keys of
his Church and instituted him
shepherd of the whole flock (Cf. Mt
16:18-19; Jn 21:15-17). "The office of
binding and loosing which was given
to Peter was also assigned to the
college of apostles united to its
head" (LG 22 # 2). This pastoral office
of Peter and the other apostles
belongs to the Church's very
foundation and is continued by the
bishops under the primacy of the
Pope.

882. The Pope, Bishop of Rome and
Peter's successor, "is the perpetual



and visible source and foundation of
the unity both of the bishops and of
the whole company of the
faithful" (LG 23). "For the Roman
Pontiff, by reason of his office as
Vicar of Christ, and as pastor of the
entire Church has full, supreme, and
universal power over the whole
Church, a power which he can
always exercise unhindered" (LG 22;
cf. CD 2,9).

883. "The college or body of bishops
has no authority unless united with
the Roman Pontiff, Peter's successor,
as its head." As such, this college has
"supreme and full authority over the
universal Church; but this power
cannot be exercised without the
agreement of the Roman Pontiff" (LG
22; cf. CIC, can 336).

884. "The college of bishops exercises
power over the universal Church in a
solemn manner in an ecumenical
council" (CIC, can. 337 # 1). But "there



never is an ecumenical council
which is not confirmed or at least
recognized as such by Peter's
successor" (LG 22).

885. "This college, in so far as it is
composed of many members, is the
expression of the variety and
universality of the People of God; and
of the unity of the flock of Christ, in
so far as it is assembled under one
head" (LG 22).

886. "The individual bishops are the
visible source and foundation of
unity in their own particular
Churches" (LG 23). As such, they
"exercise their pastoral office over
the portion of the People of God
assigned to them" (LG 23), assisted by
priests and deacons. But, as a
member of the episcopal college,
each bishop shares in the concern for
all the Churches (Cf. CD 3). The
bishops exercise this care first "by
ruling well their own Churches as



portions of the universal Church,"
and so contributing "to the welfare of
the whole Mystical Body, which, from
another point of view, is a corporate
body of Churches" (LG 23). They
extend it especially to the poor (Cf.
Gal 2:10), to those persecuted for the
faith, as well as to missionaries who
are working throughout the world.

887. Neighboring particular
Churches who share the same
culture form ecclesiastical provinces
or larger groupings called
patriarchates or regions (Cf.
Apostolic Constitutions 34). The
bishops of these groupings can meet
in synods or provincial councils. "In
a like fashion, the episcopal
conferences at the present time are
in a position to contribute in many
and fruitful ways to the concrete
realization of the collegiate
spirit" (LG 23 # 3).

The teaching office



888. Bishops, with priests as co-
workers, have as their first task "to
preach the Gospel of God to all men,"
in keeping with the Lord's command
(PO 4; cf. Mk 16:15). They are
"heralds of faith, who draw new
disciples to Christ; they are authentic
teachers" of the apostolic faith
"endowed with the authority of
Christ" (LG 25).

889. In order to preserve the Church
in the purity of the faith handed on
by the apostles, Christ who is the
Truth willed to confer on her a share
in his own infallibility. By a
"supernatural sense of faith" the
People of God, under the guidance of
the Church's living Magisterium,
"unfailingly adheres to this faith" (LG
12; cf. DV 10).

890. The mission of the Magisterium
is linked to the definitive nature of
the covenant established by God with
his people in Christ. It is this



Magisterium's task to preserve God's
people from deviations and
defections and to guarantee them the
objective possibility of professing the
true faith without error. Thus, the
pastoral duty of the Magisterium is
aimed at seeing to it that the People
of God abides in the truth that
liberates. To fulfill this service, Christ
endowed the Church's shepherds
with the charism of infallibility in
matters of faith and morals. The
exercise of this charism takes several
forms:

891. "The Roman Pontiff, head of the
college of bishops, enjoys this
infallibility in virtue of his office,
when, as supreme pastor and teacher
of all the faithful - who confirms his
brethren in the faith he proclaims by
a definitive act a doctrine pertaining
to faith or morals.... the infallibility
promised to the Church is also
present in the body of bishops when,
together with Peter's successor, they



exercise the supreme Magisterium,"
above all in an Ecumenical Council
(LG 25; cf. Vatican Council I: DS
3074). When the Church through its
supreme Magisterium proposes a
doctrine "for belief as being divinely
revealed" (DV 10 # 2), and as the
teaching of Christ, the definitions
"must be adhered to with the
obedience of faith" (LG 25 # 2). This
infallibility extends as far as the
deposit of divine Revelation itself (Cf.
LG 25).

892. Divine assistance is also given to
the successors of the apostles,
teaching in communion with the
successor of Peter, and, in a
particular way, to the bishop of
Rome, pastor of the whole Church,
when, without arriving at an
infallible definition and without
pronouncing in a "definitive
manner," they propose in the
exercise of the ordinary Magisterium
a teaching that leads to better



understanding of Revelation in
matters of faith and morals. To this
ordinary teaching the faithful "are to
adhere to it with religious
assent" (LG 25) which, though
distinct from the assent of faith, is
nonetheless an extension of it.

The sanctifying office

893. The bishop is "the steward of the
grace of the supreme priesthood" (LG
26), especially in the Eucharist which
he offers personally or whose
offering he assures through the
priests, his co-workers. The Eucharist
is the center of the life of the
particular Church. The bishop and
priests sanctify the Church by their
prayer and work, by their ministry of
the word and of the sacraments.
They sanctify her by their example,
"not as domineering over those in
your charge but being examples to
the flock" (1 Pet 5:3). Thus, "together
with the flock entrusted to them,



they may attain to eternal life" (LG 26
# 3).

The governing office

894. "The bishops, as vicars and
legates of Christ, govern the
particular Churches assigned to them
by their counsels, exhortations, and
example, but over and above that
also by the authority and sacred
power" which indeed they ought to
exercise so as to edify, in the spirit of
service which is that of their Master
(LG 27; cf. Lk 22:26-27).

895. "The power which they exercise
personally in the name of Christ, is
proper, ordinary, and immediate,
although its exercise is ultimately
controlled by the supreme authority
of the Church" (LG 27). But the
bishops should not be thought of as
vicars of the Pope. His ordinary and
immediate authority over the whole
Church does not annul, but on the
contrary confirms and defends that



of the bishops. Their authority must
be exercised in communion with the
whole Church under the guidance of
the Pope.

896. The Good Shepherd ought to be
the model and "form" of the bishop's
pastoral office. Conscious of his own
weaknesses, "the bishop . . . can have
compassion for those who are
ignorant and erring. He should not
refuse to listen to his subjects whose
welfare he promotes as of his very
own children.... the faithful ... should
be closely attached to the bishop as
the Church is to Jesus Christ, and as
Jesus Christ is to the Father" (LG 27 #
2):

“Let all follow the bishop, as Jesus
Christ follows his Father, and the
college of presbyters as the apostles;
respect the deacons as you do God's
law. Let no one do anything
concerning the Church in separation



from the bishop”( St. Ignatius of
Antioch, Ad Smyrn. 8, 1).

II. The Lay Faithful

897. "The term 'laity' is here
understood to mean all the faithful
except those in Holy Orders and
those who belong to a religious state
approved by the Church. That is, the
faithful, who by Baptism are
incorporated into Christ and
integrated into the People of God, are
made sharers in their particular way
in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly
office of Christ, and have their own
part to play in the mission of the
whole Christian people in the Church
and in the World" (LG 31).

The vocation of lay people

898. "By reason of their special
vocation it belongs to the laity to seek
the kingdom of God by engaging in
temporal affairs and directing them
according to God's will.... It pertains



to them in a special way so to
illuminate and order all temporal
things with which they are closely
associated that these may always be
effected and grow according to Christ
and maybe to the glory of the Creator
and Redeemer" (LG 31 # 2).

899. The initiative of lay Christians is
necessary especially when the matter
involves discovering or inventing the
means for permeating social,
political, and economic realities with
the demands of Christian doctrine
and life. This initiative is a normal
element of the life of the Church:

Lay believers are in the front line of
Church life; for them the Church is
the animating principle of human
society. Therefore, they in particular
ought to have an ever-clearer
consciousness not only of belonging
to the Church, but of being the
Church, that is to say, the community
of the faithful on earth under the



leadership of the Pope, the common
Head, and of the bishops in
communion with him. They are the
Church (Pius XII, Discourse, February
20, 1946; quoted by John Paul II, CL
9).

900. Since, like all the faithful, lay
Christians are entrusted by God with
the apostolate by virtue of their
Baptism and Confirmation, they have
the right and duty, individually or
grouped in associations, to work so
that the divine message of salvation
may be known and accepted by all
men throughout the earth. This duty
is the more pressing when it is only
through them that men can hear the
Gospel and know Christ. Their
activity in ecclesial communities is so
necessary that, for the most part, the
apostolate of the pastors cannot be
fully effective without it (Cf. LG 33).

The participation of lay people in
Christ's priestly office



901. "Hence the laity, dedicated as
they are to Christ and anointed by
the Holy Spirit, are marvelously
called and prepared so that even
richer fruits of the Spirit maybe
produced in them. For all their
works, prayers, and apostolic
undertakings, family and married
life, daily work, relaxation of mind
and body, if they are accomplished in
the Spirit - indeed even the hardships
of life if patiently born - all these
become spiritual sacrifices
acceptable to God through Jesus
Christ. In the celebration of the
Eucharist these may most fittingly be
offered to the Father along with the
body of the Lord. And so,
worshipping everywhere by their
holy actions, the laity consecrate the
world itself to God, everywhere
offering worship by the holiness of
their lives" (LG 34; cf. LG 10, 1 Pet
2:5).



902. In a very special way, parents
share in the office of sanctifying "by
leading a conjugal life in the
Christian spirit and by seeing to the
Christian education of their
children" (CIC, can. 835 # 4).

903. Lay people who possess the
required qualities can be admitted
permanently to the ministries of
lector and acolyte (Cf. CIC, can. 230 #
1). When the necessity of the Church
warrants it and when ministers are
lacking, lay persons, even if they are
not lectors or acolytes, can also
supply for certain of their offices,
namely, to exercise the ministry of
the word, to preside over liturgical
prayers, to confer Baptism, and to
distribute Holy Communion in
accord with the prescriptions of
law" (CIC, can. 230 # 3).

Participation in Christ's prophetic
office



904. "Christ . . . fulfills this prophetic
office, not only by the hierarchy . . .
but also by the laity. He accordingly
both establishes them as witnesses
and provides them with the sense of
the faith [sensus fidei] and the grace
of the word" (LG 35).

To teach in order to lead others to
faith is the task of every preacher
and of each believer (St. Thomas
Aquinas, STh. III, 71, 4 ad 3).

905. Lay people also fulfill their
prophetic mission by evangelization,
"that is, the proclamation of Christ by
word and the testimony of life." For
lay people, "this evangelization . . .
acquires a specific property and
peculiar efficacy because it is
accomplished in the ordinary
circumstances of the world" (LG 35 #
1, # 2).

“This witness of life, however, is not
the sole element in the apostolate;
the true apostle is on the lookout for



occasions of announcing Christ by
word, either to unbelievers . . . or to
the faithful” (AA 6 # 3; cf. AG 15).

906. Lay people who are capable and
trained may also collaborate in
catechetical formation, in teaching
the sacred sciences, and in use of the
communications media (Cf. CIC,
cann. 229; 774; 776; 780; 823 # 1).

907. "In accord with the knowledge,
competence, and preeminence which
they possess, [lay people] have the
right and even at times a duty to
manifest to the sacred pastors their
opinion on matters which pertain to
the good of the Church, and they
have a right to make their opinion
known to the other Christian faithful,
with due regard to the integrity of
faith and morals and reverence
toward their pastors, and with
consideration for the common good
and the dignity of persons" (CIC, can.
212 # 3).



Participation in Christ's kingly office

908. By his obedience unto death (Cf.
Phil 2:8-9), Christ communicated to
his disciples the gift of royal freedom,
so that they might "by the self-
abnegation of a holy life, overcome
the reign of sin in themselves" (LG
36):

“That man is rightly called a king
who makes his own body an
obedient subject and, by governing
himself with suitable rigor, refuses to
let his passions breed rebellion in his
soul, for he exercises a kind of royal
power over himself. And because he
knows how to rule his own person as
king, so too does he sit as its judge.
He will not let himself be imprisoned
by sin, or thrown headlong into
wickedness” (St. Ambrose, Ps
118:14:30: PL 15:1476).

909. "Moreover, by uniting their
forces let the laity so remedy the
institutions and conditions of the



world when the latter are an
inducement to sin, that these may be
conformed to the norms of justice,
favoring rather than hindering the
practice of virtue. By so doing they
will impregnate culture and human
works with a moral value" (LG 36 #
3).

910. "The laity can also feel called, or
be in fact called, to cooperate with
their pastors in the service of the
ecclesial community, for the sake of
its growth and life. This can be done
through the exercise of different
kinds of ministries according to the
grace and charisms which the Lord
has been pleased to bestow on
them" (Paul VI, EN 73).

911. In the Church, "lay members of
the Christian faithful can cooperate
in the exercise of this power [of
governance] in accord with the norm
of law" (CIC, can. 129 # 2). And so the
Church provides for their presence at



particular councils, diocesan synods,
pastoral councils; the exercise in
solidum of the pastoral care of a
parish, collaboration in finance
committees, and participation in
ecclesiastical tribunals, etc. (Cf. CIC,
cann. 443 # 4; 463 ## 1 and 2; 492 # 1;
511; 517 # 2; 536; 1421 # 2).

912. The faithful should "distinguish
carefully between the rights and the
duties which they have as belonging
to the Church and those which fall to
them as members of the human
society. They will strive to unite the
two harmoniously, remembering that
in every temporal affair they are to
be guided by a Christian conscience,
since no human activity, even of the
temporal order, can be withdrawn
from God's dominion" (LG 36 # 4).

913. "Thus, every person, through
these gifts given to him, is at once the
witness and the living instrument of
the mission of the Church itself



'according to the measure of Christ's
bestowal'" (LG 33 # 2; cf. Eph 4:7). 
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