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ONE MORE TIME SUBSISTIT IN
HISTORICAL COMMENTS ON THE PRECONCILIAR BACKGROUND, 

CONCILIAR ORIGINS, AND POSTCONCILIAR RECEPTION 
OF A NON-EVENT

I. IntroductIon

In the summer of 2007, the former prefect of the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), Cardinal William Levada, issued a docu-
ment entitled Responses to Some Questions Regarding Certain Aspects 
of the Doctrine of the Church1. This text created an uncomfortable situ-
ation for another cardinal, Walter Kasper, then the head of the Pontifical 
Council for Christian Unity. The document was issued in the wake of 
broad ecclesial debates around the interpretation of Vatican II, and in this 
particular case in the wake of the heated debate that was provoked by the 
publication of Dominus Iesus in the year 2000. The latter gave a narrow 
reading of conciliar teachings on ecumenism, judging that all Christian 
communities without bishops are not churches in the proper sense. Upon 
appearance of the Responses, Kasper got criticism and questions about 
the Catholic position regarding ecumenism. In essence, the Responses 
dealt with a very precise passage from a document of the Second Vatican 
Council. It was about article eight of the Constitution Lumen gentium 
which states that the Church of Christ subsists in the Catholic Church. 
We deliberately use the term “subsists in”, following the subsistit in of 
the Latin text2 although this is also shown in translations with “is found 
in” or also “is realized in”. The core of the debate that Rome wished to 

1. CDF, Responses to some questions regarding certain aspects of the Doctrine of the 
Church: http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_
cfaith_doc_20070629_responsa-quaestiones_en.html (consulted on 26 November 2018). 
For a recent list of publications about the subsistit in debates see the contribution by 
c. Washburn, The Second Vatican Council, Lumen gentium, and Subsistit in, in Josephi
num Journal of Theology 22 (2015) 145-175.

2. We write the verb form subsistere with the particle in, as used by the Council 
fathers. This was also done by Cardinal Karl Josef becker, in his study The Church and 
Vatican II’s Subsistence in Terminology, in Origins 35 (2006) 514-522, in which he 
showed that this meaning can be distinguished from subsistere as a special form of esse. 
With this he differed from Joseph Ratzinger, who did give an essentialist lecture. See 
P.  GamberInI, ‘Subsistit in’, in Ecumenical Ecclesiology: J. Ratzinger and E. Jüngel, in 
Irish Theological Quarterly 72 (2007) 61-73.
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settle here is the double question: is the church confined to the bounda-
ries of the Roman Catholic Church, and is the Roman Catholic Church 
exhaustively the Church of Christ. The question is relevant to the way in 
which the Catholic Church relates to the other churches and ecclesial 
communities.

The document was noteworthy for two other reasons. First of all, it 
was in the form of a Responsum, a genre that had fallen into disuse since 
the Modernist crisis at the beginning of the twentieth century, with as 
a notable exception the Responsum ad propositum dubium concerning the 
teaching contained in Ordinatio sacerdotalis, signed by Joseph Ratzinger 
on October 28, 1995. While such a renaissance was remarkable, it also 
meant that the intention was not to formulate new positions, but to 
explain the doctrine. In line with this intention, it was also remarkable 
that the document argued in the manner of a historian: the fairly nuanced 
interpretation of Lumen gentium 8 was not only placed in a long tradition, 
but the text referred in detail to the official Acta Synodalia. In other 
words, the CDF indicated that the interpretation of this conciliar passage 
was not separate from the editorial process of the text. The debate was 
so lively that the Congregation soon felt compelled to issue a Commen
tary on the Document Responses to Some Questions Regarding Certain 
Aspects of the Doctrine of the Church3. This commentary reaffirmed 
what was already in the Responses, but the sources on which it was built 
were slightly different: the background and editing of the text were no 
longer discussed, but attention shifted toward the post-conciliar reception 
of the text. This was noted in the footnotes, which referred to the Council 
and then to a series of post-conciliar documents of the Catholic Church, 
under successive pontificates. For Paul VI reference was made to Myste
rium Ecclesiae4; for John Paul II to the Notificatio about the work of 
Leonardo Boff, to Dominus Iesus, to the apostolic letter Communionis 
notio and to Novo millennio ineunte; and for Benedict XVI to the encyc-
lical Deus caritas est. 

Quite striking and relevant for our comprehension of the post-conciliar 
magisterial reception of Vatican II’s teachings, was the absence of a ref-
erence to John Paul II’s encyclical on Christian Unity, Ut unum sint, which, 
in its article 11, held an important affirmation drawing upon the conciliar 
report on Lumen gentium, and using the expression “Churches and 

3. Commentary on the Responses. See http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congrega-
tions/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_20070629_commento-responsa_en.html (acces-
sed November 26, 2018).

4. CDF, Mysterium Ecclesiae, in AAS 65 (1973) 398.
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ecclesial communities”. It may be useful to remind that John Paul II’s 
encyclical stated that “to the extent that these elements are found in other 
Christian communities, the one Church of Christ is effectively present in 
them”. But let us return to the Responses and its commentary. Although 
this was certainly not the intention, this commentary did give extra 
weight to the debate. A fascinating exception to the rule that magisterial 
documents are auto-referential works was footnote three: it referred to 
(the Italian translation of) the comments of the Leuven theologian Gerard 
Philips on Lumen gentium. Here one reads a recognition of the prominent 
role of Philips in the coming about of conciliar church doctrine.

Combined, the documents of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith place the question of the interpretation of the passage on the rela-
tionship of the Catholic Church to the Church of Christ in three phases: 
the pre-conciliar teaching authority, with the emphasis on the pontificate 
of Pius XII, the conciliar moment, and the reception of Vatican II after 
1964. This study will examine these periods in greater depth and look at 
their mutual coherence. Concretely, we want to supply data from the 
pre-conciliar time, data about the conciliar history of Lumen gentium, and 
finally material concerning the post-conciliar reception of this text. This 
contribution will not enter into a theological discussion of the CDF doc-
ument of 20075 or the comments of the CDF on its own Responses. This 
is a historical study. Using a number of historical sources, we want to 
illustrate how the conciliar passage was dealt with through three phases, 
prior to the current (fourth) phase of the debate on the subsistit in. This 
angle requires that the preceding period, i.e. the pre-conciliar ecclesio-
logical debate of the 1940s and 1950s, also be taken into consideration. 
This is followed by the actual Council debate and finally the situation 
after the Synod of 1985, which set the goal of carrying out an authorita-
tive reading of the Council. This genealogical approach above all avoids 
the perspective becoming one-sided; and the present contribution has 
been set up as a supplement to the data cited in the magisterial docu-
ments. This goes back to a number of insights: for a start, a look that is 
only from the pre-conciliar, or only the Council, or even just the post- 
conciliar time, yields an unnecessary simplification of the debate. 
The same risk applies to an approach that only refers to the official 

5. One of the most thorough and balanced theological analyses of the Responsa 
remains the study by J. WIcks, Questions and Answers on the New Responses of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, in Ecumenical Trends 36 (2007) 2-8. Therein 
the author underlines that the CDF in the Responsa quietly removed itself from the posi-
tion of Becker and von Teuffenbach.
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 magisterial document, and thus loses sight of the essence of the Church 
as a community. Also, this contribution departs from the double dynamic 
of reception, whereby Vatican II is simultaneously approached as an 
agent of reception and as a source to be received. With this, the Council 
is embedded in a broader dynamic and there is not only attention for 
innovation, but also for continuity. Nevertheless, it remains important to 
distinguish the pre-conciliar, the conciliar and the post-conciliar eras, but 
without separating them from each other, the latter would cause a prob-
lematic emphasis on discontinuity, the first an oversimplified continuity. 
This study also makes use of previously unused archives of key players6. 
And, in this liber amicorum of a thoroughbred Louvain scholar, it may 
be observed that bishops and theologians from the Low Countries play 
a prominent role in the following story.

II. the Pre-concIlIar roots of subsistit in: 
the vestigia or the elementa ecclesiae

The interpretation of the Council and its statements cannot be sepa-
rated from previous history. So one must look at the pre-conciliar eccle-
siological and theological debate. This landscape was characterized by 
a broad focus on revitalization, from the bottom up but not infrequently 
with the support of the magisterium7. A multitude of movements was 
active, such as the liturgical movement, the lay movement and Catholic 
Action, the patristic movement, etc. In this whole array of innovative 
tendencies the ecumenical movement also occurred. Active since the 
early twentieth century it had its effect on the Catholic Church especially 
after the Second World War. In 1948, the World Council of Churches 
was established in Amsterdam, an event that not only attracted the atten-
tion of the European media, but also prompted Rome to react. The Roman 

6. For this study a number of archives were consulted: The Council Vatican II in the 
Archivio Apostolico Vaticano (AAV) in Rome; the archives of Johannes Willebrands, 
Gérard Philips and Edward Schillebeeckx in the Centre for the Study of the Second Vati-
can Council (CSVII) at KU Leuven; the archives of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) in Geneva; the archives of the Dominican Center Istina, Paris; the archives of the 
Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Questions (CCEQ) and of dom Emmanuel Lanne in 
the Monastery of Chevetogne, the archives of Bishop A.M. Charue in the diocese of 
Namur, and archives of the Archdiocese of (AAM) Mechelen-Brussels.

7. A survey of the importance of preconciliar movements is found in the volume of 
G. RouthIer – P.J. Roy – K. schelkens (eds.), La théologie catholique entre intransi
geance et renouveau: La réception des mouvements préconciliaires à Vatican II (Biblio-
thèque de la RHE, 95), Louvain-la-Neuve, Collège Érasme; Leuven, Universiteitsbiblio-
theek, 2011.
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Catholic Church doctrine had shifted through the war experiences to 
a less legal formulation of the essence of the Church, the need for less 
confessionalization, and more Christian cooperation across borders which 
also grew among Catholics8. Already in the 1930s revival movements 
(among others) biblical images of the Church gained importance9. The 
notion of the Church as Mystical Body was now central10, and on the eve 
of the Council the image of the Church as communio was also increas-
ingly emphasized11. On the first point, the Belgian Jesuit Émile Mersch 
and his Dutch colleague Sebastiaan Tromp played an important role, and 
in the latter area Catholics are indebted to Dominicans like Jérôme Hamer 
and Yves Congar.

Let us start with the Church as Mystical Body and its importance for 
a theologian like Tromp, who played a particular role in the development 
of Lumen gentium. This Dutchman taught the Tractatus de Ecclesia at the 
Gregorian University, and in 1943 became the ghost writer of Pius XII’s 
encyclical Mystici corporis Christi12. In addition, he was a specialist in 
the study of Bellarmine, who remained a source of inspiration for him. 

8. For more info, see J. ernestI, Ökumene im Dritten Reich: Einheit und Erneuerung, 
Paderborn, Bonifatius, 2007.

9. In this context it should not be forgotten that encyclicals such as Divino afflante 
spiritu were welcomed as a relief among Catholic exegetes, who knew themselves to be 
cut short under the anti-modernism of the early twentieth century. Characteristic is the 
reaction of the Bishop of Namur who welcomed the encyclical of 1943 as “un souffle 
d’ozon frais après l’orage”. See PIe XII, Encyclique sur les études bibliques. Préface de 
S.E. Mgr. AndréMarie Charue. Introduction et commentaires de L. Cerfaux (Chrétienté 
nouvelle, 6), Bruxelles, Éditions universitaires, 1945, p. 7.

10. The best introduction to both the life and the ecclesiological work of Émile Mersch 
remains that of J. levIe, Le P. Mersch, which appeared as introduction to La théologie du 
corps mystique, vol. 1, pp. vII-XXXIII. Cf. as well Id., Le père Émile Mersch, in NRT 67 
(1940-1945) 677-688. For Mersch’s own work, see É. mersch, Le Corps mystique du 
Christ: Études de théologie historique, 2 vols., Leuven, 1933. In 1944 followed a study 
on the mystical body ecclesiology with La théologie du corps mystique, 2 vols., Paris – 
Bruxelles, Desclée de Brouwer, 1944, posthumously published by his colleague J. Levie. 
This work was incidentally picked up and discussed by y. conGar, L’œuvre posthume du 
P. Mersch, in Vie spirituelle 74 (1946) 117-124. Yves Congar would later publish a similar 
historical and theological diptych on the notion of tradition, in which Mersch’s oeuvre 
served as an example. 

11. L.F. fuchs, Koinonia and the Quest for an Ecumenical Ecclesiology: From Foun
dations through Dialogue to Symbolic Competence for Communionality, Grand Rapids, 
MI, Eerdmans, 2008; and d.m. doyle, Communion Ecclesiology: Vision and Versions, 
Maryknoll, NY, Orbis, 2000. A fundamental study on the communio concept was publis-
hed by Jérôme hamer on the eve of the Council under the title L’église est une communion 
(Unam Sanctam, 40), Paris, Cerf, 1962. This was later published in English as J. hamer, 
The Church Is a Communion, New York, Sheed and Ward, 1964.

12. PIus XII, Mystici corporis Christi (29 juni 1943), in AAS 35 (1943) 200-243. Cf. 
P. chenauX, Pie XII: Diplomate et pasteur, Paris, Cerf, 2003, pp. 391-392. Tromp’s 
affinity with this encyclical was mentioned early in comments, including that of 
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Still in the foreword to the last collection of Bellarmine’s the Opera 
oratoria postuma, published by Tromp four years after the conclusion of 
Vatican II, he placed the ecclesiological thinking of the sixteenth-century 
Jesuit and that of the Council seamlessly in line13. Bellarmine and his 
church definition formed a red thread in Tromp’s ecclesiological tract14 
in the 1940s and 1950s: an institutional-hierarchical and legal interpre-
tation of the Body of Christ notion was central here. In a manualist style, 
Tromp would give this church image a twist that would do some injustice 
to the interpretation that Mersch had already given in the 1930s. The 
latter placed the sacramental and mystical element first in his ecclesiol-
ogy. None of that for Tromp. The mystery aspect of the Church was 
hardly mentioned and remained a posteriori: everything was thought 
about from the church structures (the sacraments, the ecclesiastical office 
structure – in which bishops were legally arranged under papal primacy), 
and the visible aspect remained conditio sine qua non for access to the 
invisible. This thinking elevated the ecclesiastical structures to supra- 
historical entities that were not subject to change. In the encyclical of 
1943 all of this was expressed, and when Tromp later wrote the very first 
schema De Ecclesia for the Council this remained the perspective: the 
concepts ecclesia societas and the corpus mysticum were then cited as 
“haud binae res”. For Tromp the Mystical Body of Christ, the Roman 
Catholic Church and the Church of Christ were simply one and the same 
entity. In the schema he wrote, under the section entitled Ecclesia catho
lica romana est mysticum Christi corpus, it was formulated as follows15:

The Sacred Synod teaches and solemnly declares that there is only one true 
Church of Jesus Christ, that which we celebrate in the Creed as one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic16.

The distinction between the ecclesia iuris and the ecclesia amoris was 
non-existent in this theology and the effect of this exhaustive identifica-
tion was that Tromp mainly insisted on the reapse membership. For him, 
Catholics were those who really and without any restriction belonged to 

c. lIalIne, Une étape en ecclésiologie: Réflexions sur l’encyclique Mystici corporis, in 
Irénikon 19 (1946) 129-151, 283-317; 20 (1947) 34-54, p. 54.

13. s. tromP, Editor lectoribus, in Id. (ed.), Robertus Bellarminus, Opera oratoria 
postuma, Vol. 11: Adiunctis, Roma, Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, 1969, p. 13.

14. s. tromP, Corpus Christi quod est Ecclesia, 3 vols., editio altera et aucta, Roma, 
Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, 1946-1960.

15. Schema De Ecclesia (Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1962), p. 12.
16. Ibid.: “Docet igitur Sacra Synodus et sollemniter profitetur non esse nisi unicam 

veram Iesu Christi Ecclesiam, eam nempe quam in Symbolo unam, sanctam, catholicam 
et apostolicam celebramus”.
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the Church17. In other words, only Roman Catholics could really and 
fully belong to the Church of Christ, for the other Christians there was 
at best a spiritual connection. On an ecumenical level this meant the 
continuation of Mortalium animos (1928), the encyclical in which Pius XI 
fell back on Bellarmine. That encyclical had opposed the false irenism 
of the ecumenical movement, and made it clear that the only true religion 
was the Catholic one, and the only real ecumenism was a return of the 
separated dissidents to the mother Church. In the eyes of Tromp, there is 
no distinction between the position of Pius XI, the ecclesiological encyc-
lical of Pius XII and the preparatory scheme of the Theological Commis-
sion on Vatican II.

But, Tromp was not the only ecclesiologist before and during the 
Council, and he was not directly involved in ecumenical work. A con-
temporary like Yves Congar, was much more involved. With the publi-
cation of Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’église of 1950, the French 
Dominican had a different position in the spectrum of Catholic thinkers 
about the Church. Just like Tromp, Congar found a connection with the 
writings of Émile Mersch, but instead of building on Bellarmine or the 
counter-reformation, he connected with patristics. He did this, among 
other things, through the lens of nineteenth-century theologians such as 
John Henry Newman and Johann Adam Möhler18. Congar promoted the 
translation and integral publication of Möhler’s Einheit der Kirche in the 
series Unam Sanctam. This provided a different view: Tromp’s legal and 
exclusive model was replaced here by an inclusive and sacramentally 
based way of thinking. Unlike the manualist tradition of the late nine-
teenth century, Congar gave a broader interpretation to the concept of 
église. The perspective of Tromp was not wrong, but it was not enough. 

17. See art. 2 of the earlier version of the Schema De Ecclesia, by Sebastiaan Tromp, 
preserved in AAV, Concilium Vaticanum II, 739.117: “Unio spiritualis cum fratribus sepa-
ratis: Licet ii qui voto dumtaxat sint membra Ecclesiae, ab eadem reapse separate exsi-
stant, tamen Ecclesia scit sese cum iis spiritualiter coniunctam, maxime si baptizati, etsi 
carentes fide catholica, nihilominus amanter in Christum, accedit quoque orationum, 
expiationum et beneficiorum spiritualium communio”. The emphasis on “real” and visible 
member is also found repeatedly in other articles of this version.

18. About Möhler’s ecclesiology, see also the book by m.J. hImes, Ongoing Incarna
tion: Johann Adam Möhler and the Beginnings of Modern Ecclesiology, New York, 
Crossroad, 1997. More background information can be found in h. WaGner, Johann 
Adam Möhler 17961838: Kirchenvater der Moderne (Konfessionskundliche Schriften 
des Johannes-Adam-Möhler-Instituts, 20), Paderborn, Bonifatius, 1996; J.  ernestI – 
W. thönIssen, Personenlexikon Ökumene, Freiburg i.Br., Herder, 2010. Still of value is 
P. chaIllet, Introduction: Jean Moehler, historien et théologien de l’église, in 
J.a.  moehler, L’unité dans l’église ou le principe de catholicisme d’après l’esprit des 
pères des trois premiers siècles de l’église. Traduit de l’Allemand par dom A. de 
 lIlIenfeld O.S.B. (Unam Sanctam, 2), Paris, Cerf, 1938, IX-Xl, esp. pp. XXII-XXIII.
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For those who studied tradition, the notion of Church could no longer be 
fully identified with only the visible and institutional side of the Roman 
Catholic Church. It had to be approached simultaneously from below, 
from the community of its members, and the mystery element should no 
longer be neglected. Brief, a more holistic ecclesiology was required.

So Congar at the same time emphasized the importance of the struc-
tures, in addition to the importance of the Holy Spirit and the importance 
of sacramental life, which made him note that “c’est un seul et même 
esprit qui anime l’église, chacun selon son rôle dans la communion de 
tout le corps”19. In Vraie et fausse réforme there is a crucial passage 
about the tension and coherence of a historical and community-oriented 
thinking on the one hand and an institutional-structure-oriented church 
approach on the other. Catholic Church doctrine needed communio think-
ing, and this demanded a shift from the current theological discourse:

For a study of the church in its structure and only as an institution, the 
classical method of theology suffices, with its two phases: awareness as full 
as possible of the “given”, the richest and most rigorous elaboration possi-
ble of this given. If it is a matter of studying the church in its life, as 
a communion, the lights of history, even those of experience, must be com-
bined with the lights of strictly doctrinal sources. The study remains theo-
logical, but its object, taken from the life of the church, supposes that we 
add to the bare theology of the church a consideration of the facts of the 
present and of history, which are also theological places20.

The concept of the Church had to be broadened and, in line with 
Johann Adam Möhler, Congar took up the patristic community think-
ing21: neo-Thomist ecclesiology was to be “complétée par une théologie 
de la communion”, which became clear in Congar’s writings on lay 

19. See J. famerÉe – G. routhIer, Yves Congar (Initiations aux théologiens), Paris, 
Cerf, 2008, p. 71.

20. y. conGar, Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’église (Unam Sanctam, 20), Paris, Cerf, 
21950, p. 18: “Pour une étude de l’église en sa structure et seulement comme institution, 
la méthode classique de la théologie suffit, avec ses deux temps: prise de conscience aussi 
pleine que possible du ‘donné’, élaboration la plus riche et la plus rigoureuse possible 
de ce donné. S’il s’agit d’étudier l’église en sa vie, comme communion, les lumières de 
l’histoire, voire celles de l’expérience, doivent se conjuguer avec les lumières des sources 
proprement doctrinales. L’étude reste théologique, mais son objet, pris de la vie de l’église, 
suppose qu’on ajoute à la nue théologie de l’église une considération des faits du présent 
et de l’histoire, qui sont aussi des lieux théologiques” (my translation).

21. About the patristic influences on the Vatican II ecclesiology see the recent study 
by d. GIanottI, I Padri della Chiesa al concilio Vaticano II: La teologia patristica nella 
‘Lumen gentium’ (Biblioteca di teologia dell’evangelizzazione, 6), Bologna, Dehoniane, 
2010.
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theology22. He did not exclude the visible aspect, but when discussing 
the visible structures, friar Yves emphasized that much of the “visible” 
as historical contingent was to be interpreted and belonged to the periph-
ery of the Christian faith.

The question of the relationship between the visible and the invisible 
aspect of the Church determined the ecclesiological debate even after the 
Second World War, and not only among Catholics. Particularly in the 
period after the establishment of the World Council of Churches, and 
under the pontificate of Pius XII, new impulses, both from Geneva 
and from Rome, emerged that are crucial for a good understanding of the 
conciliar ecclesiology. In 1949 and 1950, the pope opened a space in 
which he went beyond Mystici corporis and in which more holistic 
church views took place. Pius XII, on the one hand, renounced an all too 
strict Catholic exclusivism, and on the other hand stated that the opera-
tion of the Holy Spirit was not locked up within the visible structures of 
the Roman Catholic Church. This opening was made concrete in two 
Roman documents. In 1948, around the establishment of the World 
Council, the position of Pius XI was briefly repeated in the monitum Cum 
Compertum: every attempt at false irenism was rejected and the net result 
was that no Catholic observers attended the founding meeting of the 
World Council in Amsterdam – in spite of Congar’s request to the arch-
bishop of Utrecht, Cardinal Johannes de Jong, to be allowed to go, and 
in spite of the widespread idea that Johannes Willebrands would have 
been present23.

22. y. conGar, Jalons pour une théologie du laïcat (Unam Sanctam, 23), Paris, Cerf, 
1953, p. 383.

23. The story of Willebrands’ presence at the Amsterdam WCC Assembly is told, 
among other places, in h.J. selderhuIs, Handbook of Dutch Church History, Göttingen, 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2014, p. 594. Yet, no sources warrant this claim. In their later 
personal publications and speeches Willebrands and Visser ’t Hooft never mentioned such 
presence, nor is any record of it found in the personal archives of Willebrands or the WCC 
Archives’ section on the Amsterdam Assembly. Cf. WCC Archives, Dossier 4201.1.2: 
this holds interesting materials on the issue of Roman Catholic observers in Amsterdam, 
without a trace to Willebrands. The same goes for the files on the “unofficial” observers 
(WCC 31.019.3), on the accredited visitors (31.019/4) and on the press representatives 
(WCC 31.022). Who effectively was on the list of accredited journalists, was Willebrands’ 
close friend, Frans Thijssen. It is likely that the latter kept Willebrands updated on the 
events. This would be in line with the findings of J.h.y.a. Jacobs, De heerlijkheid 
van de katholieke eenheid: Gave en opdracht, in Documentatieblad voor de Nederlandse 
kerkgeschiedenis 48 (June 1998) 67-87, see esp. pp. 76-77. Also see CSVII, Archive 
J.G.M. Willebrands, Dossier 199, where a speech of Willebrands at an ecumenical seminar 
in Venice, organized by the Stiftungsfonds Goetze, in 1994, records him saying that “At 
the first and founding Assembly of the WCC, no Catholics were present. … From the early 
fifties I had known also Dr. Willem Visser ’t Hooft”.
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But this strict approach was short-lived. A year later, a brief instruction 
from the Congregation for the Holy Office was signed by Cardinal Franc-
esco Marchetti-Selvaggiani and by the assessor of this “Suprema Con-
gregatio”, Alfredo Ottaviani. The text was titled Ecclesia Catholica, and 
carried the subtitle De motione oecumenica. However much aware of the 
growing attention of Catholics to ecumenism, the text started from a 
unionist perspective and the sharp tone of Pius XII was not forthcom-
ing24. Catholics were warned not to pay too much attention to the 
défauts25 of their own Church in their growing attention to the history 
of Christian divisions. Still, the instruction was sensational because of 
a sentence in which Rome recognized that the ecumenical movement 
stood “under the inspiration” of the Holy Spirit.

And this was not all. In the year 1949, the Holy Office had sent a letter 
to the Archbishop of Boston to curtail the controversy surrounding the 
American Jesuit Leonard Feeney. In that letter Rome distanced itself 
from an all too rigid conception of the principle of Cyprian of Carthage: 
extra ecclesiam nulla salus26. In both cases, Rome opened the way for 
a more inclusive church concept. The step forward went unnoticed by 
Tromp, but was picked up by a generation of Catholic theologians who 
would influence the Council for the definition of the Catholic relationship 
to non-Catholic Christians. In 1951, a Haarlem priest, Johannes Willebrands, 
founded the so-called Catholic Conference on Ecumenical Questions 
(CCEQ). He did so with the knowledge of Tromp and Msgr. Ottaviani, 
and the initiative would lead to a collaboration of Catholic ecumenists at 
international level. In the course of the 1950s this network would coop-
erate with the World Council of Churches. Increasingly, the agendas 

24. Suprema Sacra Congregatio S. Officii, Ecclesia Catholica: Instructio ad locorum 
ordinarios ‘De motione oecumenica’, in AAS 42 (1950) 142-147. In 1950, the French 
Jesuit Charles Boyer published a translation in Unitas.

25. On this issue, see P. de mey, L’évolution théologique et œcuménique de la Con
férence catholique pour les Questions œcuméniques, in l. declerck, Mgr. J. Willebrands 
et la Conférence catholique pour les questions œcuméniques: Ses archives à Chevetogne 
(Instrumenta Theologica, 39), Leuven, Peeters, 2015, 7-39. Further referred to as Archives 
CCEQ. 

26. For the letter Suprema haec sacra with criticism of the exclusivist position of 
Feeney, see A Letter from the Holy Office [Suprema haec sacra], in American Ecclesias
tical Review 127 (1952) 307-315. Subsequent studies on this controversy include those of 
G.b. PePPer, The Boston Heresy Case in View of the Secularization of Religion: A Case 
Study in the Sociology of Religion, Lewiston, NY, Edwin Mellen Press, 1988, and m. 
carosIo, Extra ecclesiam nulla salus: Il caso Feeney, in Cristianesimo nella Storia 25 
(2004) 833-876. More generally in the sense of the idea of salvation outside the church, 
see f.a. sullIvan, Salvation Outside the Church? Tracing the History of the Catholic 
Response, London, Geoffrey Chapman, 1992.
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were coordinated27, and in the conciliar period many members of the 
Conference would actively play their part in preparing the ecumenical 
opening of Vatican II. The Council actually institutionalized the prepara-
tory work carried out by the CCEQ.

The documents of 1949-1950 and the openness that Pius XII created 
with them were not only picked up by Catholics. In September 1949, the 
Secretary-General of the World Council, Willem Adolf Visser ’t Hooft, 
together with the Anglican theologian Oliver Tomkins, met with some 
French Dominicans in Paris: Christophe Dumont from the Center Istina 
and Yves Congar28. Their informal conversations led to the shared insight 
that there was an ecclesiological notion where both representatives of 
Geneva and Catholic theologians could find common ground: the recog-
nition of the presence of vestigia or “elements” of the Church of Christ 
in the existing churches29. The idea that the Spirit was operating outside 
the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church gave room to partially 
recognize ecclesiastical elements in the other churches. This idea, the 
recognition of “ecclesial elements” beyond its own borders, found its 
way to the Toronto Statement of the WCC in 195030. In the following 
years Catholic theologians took it as a basic principle. This happened 
most notably during an important meeting in the Swiss “abbey” of 
Présinge, where Congar gave a lecture under the title À propos des ves
tigia ecclesiae31.

27. Cf. k. schelkens, Pioneers at the Crossroads: The Preconciliar Itineraries of 
W.A. Visser ’t Hooft and J.G.M. Willebrands, in Catholica. Vierteljahresschrift für Öku
menische Theologie 70/1 (2016) 23-39.

28. Regarding the pivotal role of the French Dominicans and their Centre Istina in 
preconciliar Catholic ecumenical commitment, see É. fouIllouX, Les catholiques et 
l’unité chrétienne du XIX au XX siècle, Paris, Le Centurion, 1982, pp. 396-402 and 
652-660.

29. A very comprehensive study of the development of the notions of vestigia eccle
siae and elementa ecclesiae can be found in s. arenas Perez, Fading Frontiers? An 
Historicaltheological Investigation into the Notion of the elementa ecclesiae, Ph. Disser-
tation, KU Leuven, Leuven, 2013, esp. pp. 66-71. Two years before, a study had been 
published by c. clIfford, Elementa ecclesiae: A Basis for Vatican II’s Recognition of 
the Ecclesial Character of NonCatholic Christian Communities, in routhIer – roy – 
schelkens (eds.), La théologie catholique entre intransigeance et renouveau (n. 7), 
249-269.

30. World Council of Churches, Minutes and Report of the Third Meeting of the Cen
tral Committee, Toronto July 9-15, 1950, IV, 5.

31. A key moment in these years was a meeting, jointly prepared by Oliver Tomkins 
and Christophe Dumont (of Istina), at the Swiss abbey of Présinge, in the vicinity of 
Geneva. The talks were held between 14 and 16 November 1951. While Visser ’t Hooft 
was present, Willebrands was not, but he did send Frans Thijssen and the Dutch Domini-
can Piet Kreling, to attend on behalf of the Willibrord Society. The central theme was that 
of the ecclesial remnants, in both a talk from Congar entitled À propos des vestigia 
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The meeting in Présinge was not the end, on the contrary. This meeting 
in November 1951 was actually part of the foundation of the CCEQ, and 
the notion of the vestigia that was central to this would also later in that 
decade, be cited in other circles by the secretary (and actually head, 
because there was no chairman) of the CCEQ, Johannes Willebrands32. 
A look at his role there is worthwhile. In his conferences for the confes-
sionally mixed public of the institute, he publicly raised the obstacles of 
Mortalium animos. For Willebrands, any ecumenical dialogue had to start 
from the teachings of the magisterium. And that is precisely why he also 
pointed to the evolution of the magisterium under Pius XII, by raising 
the Ecclesia catholica instruction. Not only the ecumenical theology of 
a Congar or Gustave Thils, but the texts of the magisterium itself offered 
opportunities for a broader conceived Catholic ecclesiology, and thus for 
dialogue. In this connection, an interesting negligence may be mentioned 
in the magisterium’s documents in the early twenty-first century. Both 
the CDF’s Responses and the accompanying commentary fail to mention 
the Ecclesia catholica instruction in their interpretation of the conciliar 
subsistit in. Strange, given that this last curial document is about 
the ecumenism of the pre-conciliar time, and the actors of the Council 
themselves regarded it as a key text for the development of a Catholic 
ecumenism.

ecclesiae and a talk by Tomkins, on the “Contribution à une conversation sur le Conseil 
Œcuménique, les églises membres du Conseil Œcuménique et l’Église de Rome”. Con-
gar’s talk was based on the insights he had developed in his key work of 1937, where he 
had stressed the idea that the Christian tradition had always recognized the existence of 
ecclesial value outside of the “visible” Church, thus challenging the ecclesiology that had 
emerged in Catholicism after the Council of Trent. See various documents in Archives 
CCEQ, Dossier Présinge, p. 344. From the Catholic side, the people who attended were, 
just as the Dominicans Dumont, Congar, and Jérôme Hamer, as well as Olivier Rousseau 
of Chevetogne, the Swiss theologian Charles Journet, the two Dutchmen Frans Thijssen 
and Piet Kreling, and the British Benedictine monk Columba Carry-Elwes. Non-Catholic 
representatives were: Visser ’t Hooft, Jean Bosc, Oliver Tomkins, Jean Courvoisier, the 
Swedish Nils Ehrenström, Alexander de Weymarn, Max Thurian, Hendrik van der Linde, 
Hendrik Kraemer, Suzanne de Dietrich, Paul Evdokimov and Max Thurian. Cf. Archives 
Istina, Rapport rencontre de Présinge, a report in French and Dutch [24 typed pages plus 
two introductory pages]. Cf. the Secretary General’s memoirs also refer to this meeting 
and the importance of the ecclesiology of the “elements”. See W.a. vIsser ’t hooft, 
Memoirs, Geneva, WCC Publications, 1987, p. 320.

32. The WCC circles for example: in 1958 Willebrands was the first Catholic to teach 
in the summer program of the World Council’s Ecumenical Institute in Bossey. It should 
be noted that the doctrine of the elements within the WCC was seen as fundamental for 
the future dialogue with Rome. Theologians such as Lukas Vischer were well aware of 
this (for example during the Central Commission meeting of 1951 in the Swiss Rolle and 
during Vatican II). About this see m. velatI, Separati ma fratelli: Gli osservatori non 
cattolici al Vaticano II, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2014, p. 265.
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Back to Willebrands in Bossey. It was also striking that he gave ample 
attention to the pneumatological, and therefore the mystery aspect in the 
explanation of church doctrine. The institutional was highlighted, but just 
like with Congar it was not enough for an ecclesiological argument. The 
invisible aspect of the Church also had to be taken seriously, and this 
included that the Spirit had also to be acknowledged as active beyond the 
visible limits of the Catholica. So Willebrands also came to the vestigia 
ecclesiae as a normative principle for ecumenical thinking. Only against 
the horizon of the covenant between the Holy Spirit and the Church did 
Willebrands explain in 1958 the notion of infallibility of Vatican I, which 
was difficult to digest for non-Catholics33. This pneumatological approach 
did not escape the attention of participants, and the staff of the World 
Council praised this rare open explanation on the part of a Roman Catho-
lic priest. The reaction of the participants is best summarized in a quote 
from the internal reports of the institute in Bossey. After indicating that 
the participants studied the constitution Dei Filius of the First Vatican 
Council34 and the encyclical Mystici corporis, they referred to the lessons 
of Willebrands:

The main speaker of the first term was the Roman Catholic Professor 
 Willebrands, from the Netherlands, whose clear approach to the ecclesio-
logical problems, starting from the mystery and the pre-existence of Christ 
and coming to today’s ecclesiological reasoning of the Roman Catholics, 
centered in the cross of Christ gave us all the elements for a really penetrat-
ing and illuminating discussion.
…
We felt puzzled by the openness of the Roman Catholic speakers in their 
theological approach as well as in their personal relationships and they on 
their side, were equally puzzled for the same reasons. … We have to remain 

33. See the edition of Willebrands’ preconciliar diaries by t. salemInk, ‘You Will Be 
Called Repairer of the Breach’: The Diary of J.G.M. Willebrands, 19581961 (Instru-
menta Theologica, 32), Leuven, Peeters, 2009. See the entry of 3 November 1958: “In 
the morning, two hours of lessons on the relationship Primacy – Episcopacy and on the 
meaning of the local church. Great enthusiasm for this lecture. ‘Cela avait de la taille’. 
‘It’s going to be difficult for you to remain at this high level’. Many reactions”. 

See also the note on 10 November 1958: “In the morning, two hour seminar on Min-
istry and Unity. Afternoon, two hour seminar about biblical images of the Church. Primar-
ily spoke about Mt 16:13-19. A very good discussion. The work in the group under the 
direction of Prof. Quanbeck was very good, and was a good starting point. We were asked 
to present biblical ‘Ansätze’ for the teaching about primacy”.

34. For a detailed study of Dei Filius, see the excellent work by k. schatz, Vatica
num I, 18691870. II: Von der Eröffnung bis zur Konstitution Dei Filius, Paderborn, 
Schöningh, 1993. For the run-up to the constitution, see: h.J. Pottmeyer, Der Glaube 
vor dem Anspruch der Wissenschaft: Die Konstitution über den katholischen Glauben Dei 
Filius des ersten Vatikanischen Konzils und die unveröffentlichten theologischen Voten 
der vorbereitenden Kommission, Freiburg i.Br., s.n., 1968, pp. 95-105.
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faithful to this base (official documents) but through another theological 
interpretation and a mutual comprehension of our difficulties. This is the 
paradox, but this paradox for us today is perhaps the particular calling of 
the Holy Spirit35.

The willingness to step into a new theological interpretation of one’s 
own tradition was striking, at a time when the Council had not yet been 
announced. In short: there was a willingness to dialogue without prose-
lytism, and in the pre-conciliar period that was not commonplace for 
Catholic theologians. Even under the era of Pius XII, a few months 
before the announcement of Vatican II, non-Catholics indicated that 
there was openness to be discerned:

What was really a new event for us was not the favourable climate amongst 
a given group of Roman Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants but the fact 
that theologians of all confessions are brought unavoidably to face a new 
era of theological education where ecclesiology is not personal any more 
but really catholic and interconfessional36.

Willebrand’s voice is, of course, relevant to the development of Catho-
lic ecumenical thinking in the transition from Pius XII to Vatican II and 
then to post-conciliar times. But he was not the only one. Willebrands 
would later rank among those guiding the process of drafting and redraft-
ing Unitatis redintegratio, where the elementa doctrine was formulated 
in art. 3. The Leuven theologian Gerard Philips would become the archi-
tect of Lumen gentium, where the same doctrine of the elements ended 
up in the famous article eight, as a qualification of the subsistit in for-
mula. In that context, we can only look at the conciliar phase, after first 
noting that Philips, who incidentally worked in the 1950s with Sebastiaan 
Tromp and who was greatly appreciated by Yves Congar, already sup-
ported the idea of the vestigia before the Council opened. Witness is one 
of Philips’ preserved retreat diaries. There he wrote on 6 July 1959 
a paragraph that is not unimportant for the later interpretation of Lumen 
gentium 8:

People refuse to recognize their Heavenly Father, therefore they cannot 
really be brothers. But there still remain sparkles of revelation out there. 
And it could be seen, once, that the Holy Spirit was still at work there. 
Maybe that’s why we will find him on the other side too, while we thought 
he was alone with us. We do not possess a monopoly on the Holy Spirit. 

35. CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Dossier 221.2: Bossey, Report of the first 
semester, 3-8.

36. CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Dossier 221.2: Bossey, Report of the first 
semester, 8.
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This is of great importance for ecclesiology. Think of the vestigia ecclesiae, 
even where there is no longer any form of visible church37.

III. the concIlIar Phase

The recent debates about the scope of the conciliar subsistit in often 
depart from the final text of the Second Vatican Council and in particular 
the debate on the Church. As indicated above, the problem can hardly be 
understood without a glance at what preceded the Council, and without 
a glimpse at the conciliar redaction history and its key players. But first, 
let us have a look at the famous final text. After three moving Council 
sessions, the constitution on the Church was promulgated on November 
21, 1964. Article 8 stipulates that the Church of Christ contains in itself 
a spiritual (divine) and visible (human) dimension and therefore can be 
compared with “the mystery of the incarnated Word”. Then, it 
continues:

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 sanctifi-
cation 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 unity38.

In this compact phrasing, an exceptional number of themes converge39: 
it is about the Church of Christ as a visible and invisible community, 

37. CSVII, Personal Diaries G. Philips, Notebook IX, 6 July 1959: “De mensen wei-
geren hun Hemelse Vader te erkennen, daarom kunnen ze niet werkelijk broeders zijn. 
Doch er blijven daarginds nog sprankels van de openbaring. En het zou eenmaal kunnen 
blijken dat de Heilige Geest ook daar nog aan het werk is geweest. Misschien zullen wij 
hem dus eenmaal ook aan de overzijde terugvinden, terwijl wij dachten dat Hij bij ons 
alleen was. Wij bezitten het monopolie van de Heilige Geest niet. Dit is van groot belang 
voor de ecclesiologie. Denk aan de vestigia ecclesiae, ook daar waar geen enkele vorm 
van zichtbare kerk meer aanwezig is”.

38. Council Vatican II, Dogmatic Constitution Lumen gentium 8, see the Latin clause: 
“Haec Ecclesia, in hoc mundo ut societas constituta et ordinata, subsistit in Ecclesia catho-
lica, a successore Petri et Episcopis in eius communione gubernata, licet extra eius com-
paginem elementa plura sanctificationis et veritatis inveniantur, quae ut dona Ecclesiae 
Christi propria, ad unitatem catholicam impellunt”.

39. The difficulty and richness of the phrase is probably due to the fact that it wants 
to keep several different matters in juxtaposition. This was also indicated by Cardinal 
Lehmann in the opening conference at the autumn meeting of the German bishops’ con-
ference (24 September 2007). On the problem of juxtaposition in doctrinal statements, see 
h. WItte, Reform with the Help of Juxtapositions, in The Jurist 71 (2011) 20-34, 
pp. 32-33.
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about the apostolic origin of the Church and about the structure of its 
ministry. But it also contains a distinction between the Church of Christ 
and the Catholic Church, the existence of elements of sanctification and 
truth beyond the limits of the latter, and as a final piece: an emphasis on 
Christian unity. The current debate on this article 8 largely focuses on 
the first part of the sentence, which stipulates that “haec ecclesia subsistit 
in ecclesia catholica”, and in particular the verb form subsistere in. The 
Responsa of the CDF of 2007 came about because theologians interpret 
this verb form – a bit in line with the Dutch poet Martinus Nijhoff’s 
adage “it says not what it says” – unambiguously as est, and thus under-
line that the Church of Christ and the Roman Catholic Church can be 
exhaustively and exclusively identified with each other. Such a reading 
is not without ground. As we have seen, it corresponds to a particular 
pre-conciliar tradition that described the Roman Catholic Church with the 
Pauline image of the Mystical Body, and that equated both. Even if in 
the decades before Vatican II various theologians argued for a more open 
interpretation, it is equally true that at the Second Vatican Council sev-
eral bishops and theologians were present who defended in this interpre-
tation. A not unimportant representative of this was the previously men-
tioned Jesuit Sebastiaan Tromp. He became secretary of the Theological 
preparatory commission in 1960 and later, from 1962 onwards, he was 
secretary of the Doctrinal Commission of the Council. For Tromp Lumen 
gentium was completely in continuity with the encyclical Mystici corpo
ris, without taking into account Pius XII’s later instruction Ecclesia 
catholica. As an aside: the Responses of 2007 don’t refer to any of these 
texts, and neither do they unilaterally determine that subsistit in is com-
pletely equal to est.

The one who was inclined to do so was the German Cardinal Karl- 
Josef Becker, formerly the CDF’s advisor and inspirer of the Responses40. 
Becker drew from the work of his pupil, the church historian Alexandra 
von Teuffenbach. Her dissertation was entirely devoted to the subsistit in 
passage of Lumen gentium and on the basis of a thorough historical study 
she concluded that the interpretation of subsistit in as a perfect identifi-
cation reverted to … Sebastiaan Tromp’s ecclesiological view. To enter 
into this understanding, let us start with this statement: the conciliar 
debate on subsistit in was a non-event.

40. For a precise representation of the position of Becker and his opponent Francis 
Sullivan, see f.a. sullIvan, Response to Karl Becker S.J. on the Meaning of ‘subsistit 
in’, in Theological Studies 67 (2006) 395-409.
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Indeed, during the Council this much-discussed sentence received 
hardly any attention and was passed without much controversy. Yet 
a short editorial history is relevant. Anyone who takes a closer look at 
the history of Lumen gentium learns that the original schema De Ecclesia, 
which was presented to the Council fathers in December 1962, was the 
result of the work of the preparatory Theological Commission, led by 
Cardinal Alfredo Ottaviani. In that commission Tromp was a defining 
figure: it was he who edited the very first versions of several schemata: 
on revelation (De Revelatione), on the moral order (De ordine morali), 
on the deposit of faith (De deposito fidei pure custodiendo), and on the 
Church (De Ecclesia)41. But however much the schemata of Tromp’s 
hand connected to his own pre-conciliar theological tracts, the situation 
changed as soon as the Council opened in 1962. The schemata of the 
Theological Commission encountered considerable opposition from large 
numbers of Council fathers, with the main criticism that the texts took 
too much language from the neo-scholastic theological handbooks, 
thereby ignoring biblical, patristic and ecumenical approaches. This was 
no detail, because a revision of the schemata had to take into account the 
conciliar intentions. The opinion of theologians other than Tromp, for 
example Gerard Philips, Johannes Willebrands and Yves Congar, or of 
Germans such as Karl Rahner and Joseph Ratzinger, were often sharp. 
Several of these theologians circulated (often upon the request of their 
bishops) replacement texts to indicate that theological alternatives were 
possible. Ottaviani was aware of this, with a great sense of irony, at the 
presentation of the first schema De Ecclesia in December 1962. The 
result of the broad criticism was a process of internal decision making 
within the Doctrinal Commission. First, in a meeting on February 26, 
1963, a subcommittee of seven bishops proposed to adopt one of the 
circulating replacement texts as the basis for the conciliar church doc-
trine. One week later, on March 5, the plenary Doctrinal Commission, 
much to the discomfort of Ottaviani, approved this decision42. The text 

41. It should be observed here that within the Doctrinal Commission, the subcommis-
sion De Ecclesia was presided over by the French Dominican and consultor of the 
H. Office, Marie-Rosaire Gagnebet, much to the disappointment of Sebastiaan Tromp. 
This is clear from the Council archive of Philips. See l. declerck – W. verschooten, 
Inventaire des papiers conciliaires de Mgr. Gérard Philips, secrétaire adjoint de la Com
mission Doctrinale (Instrumenta Theologica, 24), Leuven, KUL Bibliotheek van de Facul-
teit Godgeleerdheid, 2001 (henceforth CSVII, Archive G. Philips). For info on Gagnebet’s 
role, see Archive G. Philips 76.

42. On this episode, see k. schelkens (ed.), Carnets conciliaires de Mgr. Gérard 
Philips, secrétaire adjoint de la Commission Doctrinale (Instrumenta Theologica, 29), 
Leuven, Peeters, 2006, pp. 15-23.
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that made it had been written by Gerard Philips at the end of 1962, and 
contained the following sentence in an earliest version:

This celestial Church, animated, unified and sanctified by the Spirit, is 
a community of grace and love, constituted in this world as an organized 
society, namely the Catholic Church which we call Roman43.

Rather than Marie-Rosaire Gagnebet’s official pre-conciliar draft, 
Philips’ text became the basis for the later Lumen gentium 8, and that 
already offers a caveat for a linear interpretation of Lumen gentium from 
the ecclesiology of Tromp. At this juncture it is worthwile to point out 
that Philips’ openness to the doctrine of the vestigia stemmed from the 
pre-conciliar era. On the other hand, his formula too remains ambiguous. 
There is neither subsistit in nor est in it, and his phrasing almost naturally 
tends towards an identification of the “heavenly church” and the “Catho-
lic Church that we call Roman”. After some revisions by a number of 
periti, attached to the Doctrinal Commission, the revised version of the 
Schema Philips was accepted in March 1963 and ultimately presented for 
debate in October of that year44. There was no one who stumbled upon 
it when in the Latin version, which was presented to the fathers during 
the second session, est actually appeared:

This church, true mother and a teacher of all, founded and structured as 
a society, is the Catholic Church, governed by the Roman Pontiff and the 
bishops in communion with him, though outside the structure many ele-
ments of sanctification can be found which are material of the Church of 
Christ and impel toward unity45.

43. CSVII, Archive G. Philips 434: “Cette Église céleste, animée, unifiée et sanctifiée 
par l’Esprit, est une communauté de grâce et d’amour, constituée en ce monde comme une 
société organisée, à savoir l’Église Catholique que nous appelons Romaine”. The Latin 
version was also kept in CSVII, Archive G. Philips 421, Schema constitutionis de Ecclesia 
6, art. 6: “Haec igitur Ecclesia coelestis, a Spiritu Sancto animata, unificata et sanctificata, 
est communitas gratiae et amoris, quae his in terris in societate organice constituta, Eccle-
sia nempe Catholica quae Romana est”.

44. Cf. schelkens (ed.), Carnets conciliaires de Mgr. Gérard Philips (n. 42), 
pp. 15-23. The seven responsible bishops and their periti in charge were bishop André- 
Marie Charue (with as peritus Gérard Philips), Cardinal Paul Émile Léger (periti André 
Naud and Pierre Lafortune), Cardinal Franz König (peritus Karl Rahner), Cardinal Michael 
Browne (peritus Marie-Rosaire Gagnebet), Msgr. Pietro Parente (peritus Carlo Balić), 
Archbishop Gabriel-Marie Garrone (with as periti Jean Daniélou and later Yves Congar), 
and bishop Joseph Schröffer (periti Gustave Thils and later Charles Moeller). 

45. AS II, I, pp. 219-220, article 7 [this will later become article 8] with as title De 
Ecclesia in terris peregrinante reads: “Haec igitur Ecclesia, vera omnium Mater et Magi-
stra, in hoc mundo ut societas constituta et ordinata, est Ecclesia catholica, a Romano 
Pontifice et Episcopis in eius communione directa, licet extra totalem compaginem ele-
menta plura sanctificationis inveniri possint, quae ut res Ecclesiae Christi propriae, ad 
unitatem impellunt”. The addition of this last sentence was attributed by Jared Wicks on 
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Here then is the reason for the current dilemma. But let us look beyond 
the est. Much more has happened in the editing process. Even if Philips 
created a new draft, it must be acknowledged that he drew heavily upon 
the previous and official schema, which, in its ninth chapter, already 
contained a reference to the theology of the ecclesial elements. Not all 
the credit goes to Philips, but he did integrate this notion in a revised 
ecclesiological framework. Now several things stand out: the adjective 
“Roman” in the determination of the Church has disappeared; the idea 
of the Church as a community is stronger than before, pointing at the 
communio between bishops and pope; and an addition has been made, 
focusing on Christian unity, in result of which the idea of the elements 
of sanctification gains a new importance. The latter is not insignificant, 
and whatever the Philips scheme did, Tromp’s focus on church member-
ship as a juridical-ecclesiological category is nuanced.

The issue of reformulating the notion of membership is not a detail, 
and in itself this too was important in redirecting Catholic ecclesiology 
in a more ecumenical direction, moving away from a simplistic definition 
of ecclesial frontiers. The juridical thinking about the Church in terms of 
strict boundaries between inside and outside was therefore consciously 
cast aside, as Philips and one of his close collaborators, Gustave Thils, 
would later underline46. In the Philips schema not one, but several types 
of relationship to the Church were outlined. There were those who are 
consciously and openly disbelieving, and do not wish to relate to the 
Church of Christ. In addition, he mentioned the non-Catholics, and spoke 
those who are “really and without restriction belonging to the Church”. 
Here Philips stayed close to the line of Mystici corporis, but adapted 
the terminology. He deliberately avoided a rigid determination of 

the basis of one of the consultancies of the Secretariat for the Unity, which was also active 
in CCEQ: It was Gustave Thils, who published in 1938 a Histoire doctrinale du mouve
ment œcuménique, a work that was revised in 1955, and was studied in that version within 
the WCC, and also influenced the ecumenical attitude of Willebrands.

46. See the important commentary on Lumen gentium by G. PhIlIPs, L’église et son 
mystère au IIème Concile du Vatican, vol. 1, Paris, Desclée, 1967, p. 24, where Philips says 
about the word membrum that “Le projet déposé, en parlant de l’Église, avait délibérément 
évité le terme ‘membre’, étant donné que cette expression qui tire son origine d’une com-
paraison avec le corps humain donne lieu à de nombreuses controverses. Le cardinal Bea 
recommande la plus grande circonspection dans la choix des termes car ceux-ci sont de la 
plus haute importance pour fixer les bases théologiques de l’œcuménisme”.

In the very same year, in reference to Lumen gentium and Unitatis redintegratio, 
 Gustave Thils wrote: “D’ailleurs les théologiens qui œuvrèrent au deuxième concile du 
Vatican, dans la préparation de la constitution Lumen gentium aussi bien que du décret 
Unitatis redintegratio, estimèrent préférable d’éviter le terme même de ‘membre’ dans 
toute la mesure du possible”. See G. thIls, L’Église et les Églises: Perspectives nouvelles 
en œcuménisme, Paris, Desclée de Brouwer, 1967, p. 131.
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membership, so as to avoid a simplistic in- or out-schedule of reasoning 
which comes along with such terminology47. In fact, this resonates with 
the way Karl Rahner had argued already in the 1950s, precisely in inter-
preting the encyclical Mystici corporis. Rahner installed a distinction 
between membership of the Catholic Church and of the Corpus Christi 
Mysticum. Moreover, he distinguished between Zugehörigkeit or “belong-
ing” and Gliedschaft or “membership”. According to Myriam Wijlens, 
membership as a category is undividable, whereas belonging allows for 
different degrees48. Finally, Philips also recognized non-Catholic Chris-
tians, who are otherwise in union with the Church, on the basis of their 
faith in Christ, their baptism and their acceptance of a number of sacra-
ments. Here the operation of the Holy Spirit49 had to be acknowledged. 
This went in favor of an emphasis on Christian unity and the doctrine of 
the elements reflected the desire of the Council fathers to make the texts 
more ecumenical. Here one can find echoes of the broader Council 
debate, in which the ecumenical engagement of the Catholic Church and 
the determination of episcopal collegiality became fundamental.

Whoever reads the final definition of 1964, with a look at these 
changes, must conclude that Lumen gentium retained these three changes: 
the emphasis on membership in juridical terms as well as the romanitas50 
disappear, the ecumenical element remains, and the echo of the collegi-
ality doctrine remains. In the run-up to 1964, the November 1963 text 
contained two notable changes: the est disappeared and the elementary 
doctrine in the second phrase – which will no longer be detached from 

47. Cf. the study by m. WIJlens, Sharing the Eucharist: A Theological Evaluation of 
the Post Conciliar Legislation, Lanham, MD – New York, University Press of America, 
2000. It might be interesting to point out here that this study included a foreword by 
Cardinal Willebrands.

48. Cf. k. rahner, Die Gliedschaft der Kirche nach der Lehre der Enzyklika 
Pius’ XII. Mystici corporis Christi, in Id., Schriften zur Theologie, vol. 2, Einsiedeln, 
Benziger, 1956, 7-94. The distinction was picked up by WIJlens, Sharing the Eucharist 
(n. 47), who on p. 98 concludes that “the fullest and highest grade of belonging equals 
membership”.

49. Cf. J. WIcks, Investigating Vatican II: Its Theologians, Ecumenical Turn and 
Biblical Commitments, Washington, DC, Catholic University of America Press, 2018, 
pp. 137-138.

50. This is also later referred to as significant in the commentary of PhIlIPs, L’église 
et son mystère (n. 46), p. 119: “Le texte ne porte pas: l’Église du Christ est la commu-
nauté catholique; de même il omet l’adjectif ‘romaine’ qui figure dans la profession de 
foi tridentine. … Il est à présumer que l’expression latine: subsistit in (l’Église du Christ 
se trouve dans la Catholica) fera couler des flots d’encre”. This phrase was referred to by 
the Commentary on the Responses in 2007, however the CDF’s Commentary carefully 
avoided to mention that Philips himself translated subsistit in as “se trouve dans”, or “is 
found in”, and not as “est”.



 ONE MORE TIME SUBSISTIT IN 379

the determination of the relationship between the Church of Christ and 
the Catholic Church – was expanded. In the final analysis, this bottles 
down to a more ecumenical direction.

But let us not just rely on impressions. As a final piece for this phase, 
a brief look at the last editorial development in Article 8 is important. In 
other words: how is the disappearance of the est explained by the Coun-
cil itself? In the reconstruction offered by von Teuffenbach (and there-
fore also Cardinal Becker) of the editorial history51, it was underlined that 
during the debate there were no notable comments on this phrase, and 
that no criticism was given to the presence of the est 52. This analysis is 
correct, but it may be surprising that a number of reactions from Council 
fathers were lacking in their reconstruction, in this case that of Cardinal 
Jaime de Barros Camara, that of the Bishops’ Conference of Venezuela, 
of Agostino Sepinski, of Cardinal Thomas Cooray, of Bishop Herculanus 
van der Burgt, Attilio Barneschi and finally Arturo Tabera Araoz. The 
forgetfulness is one matter, more problematic is that an intervention that 
explicitly eliminated the need to remove est was not studied in depth, and 
therefore was not taken into account in the Responses of the CDF in 
2007. It concerned the intervention of the Haarlem bishop Johannes van 
Dodewaard, who played a key role in the editorial process.

Van Dodewaard, a close friend of Johannes Willebrands, was a mem-
ber of Subcommission I. Within the Doctrinal Commission, he was 
instructed to revise the first chapter of Lumen gentium in line with the 
wishes of the Council fathers. Besides him the subcommission consisted 
of the Belgians André-Marie Charue (bishop of Namur and chairman of 
that subcommission) and Beda Rigaux (secretary), and the Frenchman 
George Pelletier53. In the text revision that the commission prepared at 
the end of 1963, van Dodewaard’s intervention, which was neither picked 
up by Becker, nor by the CDF’s Responses, served as the basis. This text 

51. a. von teuffenbach, Die Bedeutung des subsistit in (LG 8): Zum Selbstverständ
nis der katholischen Kirche, München, Herbert Utz, 2002. The results and logic were taken 
up by Karl Josef becker in his article An Examination of Subsistit in: A Profound Theo
logical Perspective, in L’Osservatore Romano (weekly English edition), December 14, 
2005, p. 11. This in turn served as the background for the CDF’s Responses.

52. von teuffenbach, Die Bedeutung (n. 51), pp. 358-362, made casual mention of 
the interventions of Johannes van Dodewaard, Augustin Bea, Raúl Silva Henríquez, 
Léon-Arthur Elchinger, Marcus McGrath, and the Italian bishops’ conference. Only the 
intervention of Silva Henriquez was discussed in extenso.

53. Documentation about the work of the commission can be found in the archive of 
bishop André-Marie Charue. See the inventory by l. declerck, Inventaire des papiers 
conciliaires de Mgr. A.M. Charue, évêque de Namur, deuxième viceprésident de la Com
mission Doctrinale (Instrumenta Theologica, 40), Leuven, Peeters, 2017.
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is to be found in the Acta Synodalia54, and the reasoning of the bishop of 
Haarlem was that the Church of Christ 

as a universal means of salvation is found in the Catholic Church, ruled by 
the bishop of Rome and the bishops who live in communion with him, 
though one can find several elements of truth and sanctification outside of 
her structure55.

Once again there was hardly any discussion. The article was rewritten 
in the subcommission by the Dutch bishop, consciously with a view to 
a more ecumenical direction. Van Dodewaard changed the verb invenire 
into adesse, or “being present in”. This verb then ended up in the text 
version that the Doctrinal Commission would discuss in the autumn of 
1963. Of particular importance, however, is the explanation given by the 
subcommission in its attached report: that motive is ecumenical. Even-
tually the last change comes at the meeting of the Plenary Doctrinal 
Commission on 26 November 1963, presented by Sebastiaan Tromp. 
Tromp suggests replacing adest with subsistit in. Once again there is no 
real debate, and what is more important: the final report of the Doctrinal 
Commission, the Relatio generalis of 1964, in its explanation of the text 
changes to the scheme De Ecclesia, adopts the logic of van 
Dodewaard’s subcommission. In summary: the motivation to go from est 
to invenitur, then to adest and finally to subsistit in is and remains the 
sensitivity to Christian unity, and that was expressed with the provision 
on the elements of the Church that exist outside the limits of the 
Roman Catholic Church56. From this follows: subsistit in cannot be ade-
quately understood without the background of pre-conciliar Catholic 

54. CSVII, Archive G. Philips 970: Relatio Subcommissio I (Beda Rigaux) 3, reports 
on Article 7 (the later Article 8): “textus novus huius articuli ab E. van Dodewaard con-
fectus est”.

55. AS II, I, pp. 433-435: “Sub n. 7, ubi agitur de Ecclesia in terris peregrinante, 
elementum visibile et invisibile Ecclesiae minus feliciter elaboratur. In textu non satis 
constat unitas sacramentalis inter amoris et gratiae communitatem et compaginem medio-
rum salutis, et, ex altera parte, distinctio inter duplicem illum respectum. Proinde n. 7 uti 
sequitur mutare velim: … Credit Sacra Synodus et sollemniter profiteretur unicam esse 
Iesu Christi Ecclesiam, quam in Symbolo unam, sanctam, catholicam et apostolicam cele-
bramus. … Hoc medium universale salutis invenitur in Ecclesia catholica, a Romano 
Pontifice et episcopis in eius communione directa, licet extra totalem compaginem ele-
menta plura veritatis et sanctificationis inveniri possint”. This text is also in CSVII, 
Archive E.  Schillebeeckx, 8e.

56. In the AS III, I, on p. 167 this Relatio generalis offers both the textus prior and the 
new version, the so-called textus emendatus, i.e. the transition from est to subsistit. This 
last version underlines subsistit in, explaining that the “intentio autem est ostendere quod 
… ecclesia est unica, et his in terris adest in Ecclesia Catholica, licet extra eam inveniantur 
elementa ecclesialia”.
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ecclesiology, and this means that the doctrine of the elements of the 
Church is valued. In other words, the clause refers to the possibility of 
the existence of ecclesial qualities outside the visible limits of the Catho-
lic Church.

Against the reconstruction of Becker and von Teuffenbach these two 
thoughts stand out: it is possible and even likely that Sebastiaan Tromp, 
who is widely recognized as the pen behind the encyclical about the 
Church Mystici corporis, as an “author” of the subsistit in phrasing itself 
interpreted this in terms of an exclusive identification. But this way of 
thinking, that is to say the interpretation of a Council text, based on the 
theology of an individual theologian, is problematic and goes against the 
nature of a Council itself. Once the bishops agree with a revised text 
version, the text belongs to the Council as a whole, and no longer to 
Tromp, or Philips, or Congar, or Willebrands, or van Dodewaard.

Second, another mechanism comes into play. If the point of a meaning 
is determined by the endorsement of the Council fathers, the relationes 
come again in focus. These reports were attached to the new versions of 
the text as an explanation of the changes made. When the Council fathers 
vote in favor of a new text, their endorsement implies their agreement 
with the statement issued by the commission. In the case of the subsistit 
in passage the change is clear. Despite Tromp’s wording, the interpreta-
tion given by Subcommission I and the Doctrinal Commission did not go 
in the direction of exhaustive identification. What prevailed was the con-
nection to a different line of ecclesiological thinking, made possible by 
Pius XII, and figures like Congar, Willebrands and Philips before it was 
accepted by the Council: an ecumenically motivated teaching recogniz-
ing the existence of “ecclesiastical elements” outside the visible bound-
aries of the Catholic Church – without the claim being lifted that the 
fullest realization of church-being could be found in the Roman Church. 
On the basis of this result, let us now look at the third phase, and look 
more closely at how the predecessors of Cardinals Levada and Kasper 
dealt in the mid-1980s with the conciliar inheritance.

Iv. Post-concIlIar tensIons

In the post-conciliar period, and especially after the pontificate of 
Paul VI, the debate about the nature of the Church took place in yet 
a different context. The heritage of Vatican II had to be articulated again. 
In 1985 a synod was organized on the occasion of the twentieth anniver-
sary of the Second Vatican Council. The architects were the Belgian 
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Cardinal Godfried Danneels, the synod’s relator, and his then “assistant” 
Walter Kasper, who had been appointed as secretarius specialis. Their 
collaboration was crucial. Even before the synod started, they determined 
the lines of the synod from the idea that the Catholic Church should offer 
an answer to the “identity crisis” of the Church. The synod’s attention 
would therefore go to the four great constitutions of the Council: the 
Church in the world, revelation, the liturgy, and finally the Church 
(Lumen gentium). In an internal memorandum, Kasper pointed out 
a number of defining issues for the synod: the idea of ecclesiastical unity 
should prevail, in the post-conciliar reception insufficient attention was 
paid to the mystery character of the Church and finally this:

The fact that the Council uses different images and terms side by side to 
describe the essence of the Church (People of God, Body of Christ, Bride 
of Christ, Sacrament, etc.) has the advantage that the abundance and rich-
ness of the aspects are clearly expressed; but that also has the disadvantage 
that it does not come to a clear understanding of the church’s essence and 
shape57.

Therefore, Kasper and Danneels decided that the notion of communio 
should be put forward as an umbrella concept and as the central and 
fundamental concept. A thought was added to this: one had to avoid 
falling back into pre-conciliar models, but striving for a clear, and suffi-
ciently inclusive, Council-based mindset. The background to all this was 
the crisis around liberation theology. In that context, the image of the 
Church as the people of God was underlined, and much criticism was 
expressed on the pre-conciliar emphasis on the hierarchical and visible 
structures of the Church. If for the Council with ecclesiologists like 
Tromp there was a lack of attention for the mystery aspect, then a theo-
logian like Joseph Ratzinger, who during Vatican II sharply criticized the 
schemas of the pre-conciliar Theological Commission, feared that now 
the hierarchical aspect was lost out of sight. Ratzinger had become in the 
meantime prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and 
clashed with the liberation theologians. This conflict hung like a shadow 
over the synod. The result was that Danneels and Kasper put forward the 

57. AAM, Archive Godfried Danneels, Synod 1985: W. kasPer, Gesichtspunkte für 
die ausserordentliche Bischofssynode 1985: “Die Tatsache, dass das Konzil verschiedene 
Bilder und Begriffe nebeneinander gebraucht, um das Wesen der Kirche zu umschreiben 
(Volk Gottes, Leib Christi, Braut Christi, Sakrament, u.a.) hat den Vorteil dass so die Fülle 
und der Reichtum der Aspekte deutlich zum Ausdruck kommt; das hat aber auch den 
Nachteil, dass es so nicht zur klaren Wesensschau und Wesensgestalt der Kirche kommt”. 
For the context and broader discussion of the role Danneels and Kasper played at the 
synod, see J. mettePennInGen – k. schelkens, Godfried Danneels: Biografie, Antwer-
pen, Polis, 2015, pp. 213-233.
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concept of communio as a central concept58. Their reading of that concept 
was holistic, in line with Congar’s thinking, and with the intention of 
transcending contradictions: an exclusive institutional or hierarchical 
interpretation of communio was not on the agenda59. In this tense context 
the subsistit in phrasing again came to the center of attention. For, in his 
book Church, Charism and Power, Leonardo Boff had taken the stand 
that the Church of Christ can “subsist in” other Christian churches60.

The CDF reacted sharply to Boff’s explanation of the relationship 
between the Catholic Church and the Church of Christ, which according 
to the Congregation claimed exactly the contrary of the authentic mean-
ing of the Council text. Shortly before the synod, in a March 1985 Noti
ficatio, it was stipulated that “the council had chosen the word subsistit 
in exactly in order to clear that one sole ‘subsistence’ of the true church 
exists”61. The implication of this notification, reasoning in a manner that 
was foreign to the conciliar development, seemed to be that there are no 
other churches outside the Roman Catholic Church, but only elements of 
the Church62. Although the position was directed against a book that was 
liberation-theology oriented and criticized the power structures within 
Catholicism, the debate had consequences for ecumenism in post- 
conciliar times. This became all the more clear since the Notificatio 
pointed out that the conciliar Decree on Ecumenism understood the term 
subsistit in the same way. The signature under the Notificatio was that of 
Joseph Ratzinger, but the decisive vote for the Catholic ecumenism and 
for the reception of Unitatis redintegratio was in these years Ratzinger’s 
fellow cardinal, Johannes Willebrands, the head of the Secretariat for 
Unity. In that context, it makes sense to look at the exchange of ideas 
between the two cardinals.

In the period after the synod, Willebrands planned a series of lectures 
in the United States, in which he explained the outcome of the synod and 

58. About the centrality of the notion communio in relation to the preconciliar church 
doctrine, see P. de mey – k. schelkens, Is communio dan toch het centrale kerkbeeld 
van Vaticanum II?, in m. lamberIGts – L. kenIs (eds.), Vaticanum II: Geschiedenis of 
inspiratie? Theologische opstellen over het tweede Vaticaans concilie, Antwerpen, 
Halewijn, 2013, 85-106.

59. This explains the dissatisfaction of, among others, Danneels about the interpreta-
tion of communio that was later offered in the letter communionis notio. See here 
 mettePennInGen – schelkens, Godfried Danneels: Biografie (n. 57), p. 328.

60. L. boff, Church, Charism and Power, New York, Crossroad, 1982, p. 75: “in fact 
it [the Church of Christ] may also be present in other Christian Churches”.

61. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Notificatio, in AAS 77 (1985) 
758-759.

62. f.a. sullIvan, The Meaning of “subsistit in” as Explained by the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith, in Theological Studies 69 (2008) 116-124, there p. 118.
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its emphasis on communio as the central church concept of the Council63. 
But the public context played a role, and it was noticeable that  Willebrands 
went through a detailed discussion of the meaning of subsistit in for the 
explanation of Catholic ecclesiology. He submitted his vision to Ratzinger 
for assessment. We will go into Willebrands’ reading of conciliar eccle-
siology, and then end with a look at the reaction of the then prefect of 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

Willebrands, at that time the top figure for the Catholic dialogue with 
the other Christian churches and communities, was steadfast where it 
came to the understanding of the conciliar texts, in which he had more 
of a share than Ratzinger. In his lectures, Willebrands avoided to mention 
the Notificatio in his explanation of the link between Lumen gentium 8 
and Unitatis redintegratio 4, the Decree on Ecumenism that was also 
proclaimed on 21 November 1964 and where the doctrine of the elementa 
ecclesiae was also present. Moreover, he raised the question of how the 
conciliar doctrine related to the doctrine about the Church under Pius XII 
and referred to the importance of Ecclesia catholica of 1949, a document 
that was not quoted in the Notificatio of 1985. Then he made the connec-
tion with the Council debate, and similar to what was outlined above, the 
Dutch cardinal found that the change from est to subsitit in aroused any-
thing but a “wave of reactions”. He particularly pointed out that the main 
dissenting vote came from the Italian bishop Luigi Carli, a member of 
the (minority) group of the Coetus Internationalis Patrum – the group 
around Msgr. Lefebvre, who after the Council founded the Pius X-frater-
nity and broke with the Roman Catholic Church64.

63. Willebrands presented his ideas on 5 May 1987 during the so-called National 
Workshop for Christian Unity. The published version can be found as J. WIllebrands, 
Vatican II’s Ecclesiology of Communion, in One in Christ 3 (1987) 179-191. My analysis 
builds on the original, and on some points deviating text in the archive version – as pre-
sented to Joseph Ratzinger for reading – and which is entitled “The Meaning of subsistit 
in in Lumen gentium 8 and Unitatis redintegratio”, 23 p. This and surrounding documen-
tation can be found in CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Supplement, Documents 1987. 
This reading was discussed in the contribution from J. WIcks, Cardinal Willebrands as 
an Exponent of Catholic Ecumenical Theology, in P. de mey – a. denauX, The Ecume
nical Legacy of Johannes Cardinal Willebrands (BETL, 253), Leuven, Peeters, 2012, 
146-151. Wicks rightly pointed out that Willebrands’ analysis of 1987 was inspired by the 
thinking of Jean-Marie Tillard. The Willebrands archive shows that he also drew from 
a study of f.a. sullIvan, Subsistit in: The Significance of Vatican II’s Decision to Say of 
the Church of Christ not that it “is” but that it “subsists in” the Roman Catholic Church, 
in One in Christ 2 (1986) 115-123.

64. Carli’s speech can be found in the AS II, I, p. 653, where he states that “non placent 
subsistit in, nam videretur Ecclesia Christi et Ecclesia Catholica duas esse res distinctas, 
quarum illa in hac subsistat[=subsistit?] tamquam in subjecto, dicatur simpliciter ‘est’ quia 
ita dicunt fontes”. About the Coetus Internationalis Patrum, and the role of Carli there, 
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Willebrands immediately added that every good understanding of the 
conciliar text on subsistit in would have to account for the report that 
the Doctrinal Commission attached to the (latest) version of the text 
about the Church in 1964. He stated that instead of est one ought to say 
subsistit in, in order for this expression to be aligned with the confirma-
tion of the ecclesial elements that exist elsewhere. He stressed drily: 
“The Doctrinal Commission was unanimous. This should be noted”65.

With this Willebrands did what he already did during and before 
the Council: distance himself from an all too simple identification of the 
Roman Catholic Church with the Church of Christ. This did not mean 
that he gave up the prerogatives of the Catholic Church. This became 
clear when he explained the link between the conciliar doctrine by relat-
ing Lumen gentium 8 to the church vision that Pius XII placed in Mystici 
corporis and Unitatis redintegratio, and which Pope Paul VI at that 
moment reported that these texts are one and the same ecclesial doctrine 
… contained in the schema De Oecumenismo, and approved by the 
Church66. Important for Willebrands is this: the doctrine belongs to 
the entire Church and cannot be traced back to this or that theologian, 
and the Council cannot be disconnected from its previous history. Thus 
it was clear that a reading of subsistit in which derives this formula from 
tradition offers little help; nor does ignoring the fact that the Council 
fathers developed the doctrine of Lumen gentium 8 during the Council in 
a manner that stretched in the direction of an ecumenical thinking and 
not that of ecclesiological exclusivism.

This sheds light on Mystici corporis. For Willebrands, a good under-
standing of the relationship of the Council to the pre-conciliar church 
doctrine implied a change of perspective. Where Pius XII spoke about 
non-Catholic Christians he followed the logic of visible, legal incorpora-
tion. The pope, however, did not deny the possibility of the operation of 
grace outside the structures of the Roman Catholic Church, and that was 
exactly what had become clear in 1949. The difference lay for Wille-
brands in that the conciliar church doctrine had rediscovered the Church 
as a christological mystery. At this point he remained indebted to Congar. 
The cardinal broadened the spectrum by pointing out that the Council 

see the P.J. roy, Les membres du Coetus Internationalis Patrum au Concile Vatican II: 
Inventaire des interventions et souscriptions des adhérents et sympathisants, liste des 
signataires d’occasion et des théologiens (Instrumenta Theologica, 37), Leuven, KU Leu-
ven. Faculteit Theologie en Religiewetenschappen, 2014.

65. CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Supplement: The Meaning of subsistit in in 
Lumen gentium 8 and Unitatis redintegratio, p. 3.

66. See the promulgation speech of Paul VI in AAS 56 (1964) 1012-1013.
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debate on being part of the Church of Christ was in fact connected with 
church thinking about grace and about the Holy Spirit. Where this was 
forgotten, one-sidedness threatened – and implicitly this was a critique 
of the 1985 Notificatio. Willebrands quoted a conciliar intervention by 
the French bishop Leon-Arthur Elchinger, as the best expression of con-
ciliar thinking in line with tradition. I offer this quote:

To state that the Catholic Church, the one Church of Christ, does not extend 
beyond its visible boundaries, contradicts several truths in the text. For it is 
stated that the Church of Christ extends in a certain way over all people, 
from the first to the last. It is said that “ubi ecclesia ibi spiritus”. This is 
a quote from Irenaeus that continues with the statement that “ubi spiritus 
ibi ecclesia”67.

Willebrands emphasized that even before the Council the Church had 
not determined that the grace and operation of the Spirit were restricted 
to the visible structures of the Catholic Church. And he then argued that 
with Lumen gentium 8 and Unitatis redintegratio 3-4 the Council broad-
ened the doctrine of Pius XII. It was not just about connecting with what 
immediately preceded Vatican II, it was about the tradition in the broad 
sense. Crucial for Willebrands was the idea that “the western tradition 
has implicitly entertained the certainty that the Church of God goes 
beyond the limits of the Catholic Church in Rome. But it has not advanced 
the theory”68. This gave a lot of weight to the conciliar doctrine, and it 
was in line with the communio idea as an open concept, in the line of 
Congar, and more recently in the line of Kasper and Danneels, with the 
refusal to limit ecclesiology all the time, an emphasis on the visible and 
the hierarchical communion69. To nuance: for Willebrands it was evident 

67. For the speech of Léon-Arthur Elchinger, see AS II, I, pp. 656-657.
68. CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Supplement: The Meaning of subsistit in in 

Lumen gentium 8 and Unitatis redintegratio, p. 8.
69. The problem of the notion hierarchica communio cannot be extensively discussed 

here. The debate goes back to the Nota explicativa praevia, which was inserted in Novem-
ber 1964 in the third chapter of Lumen gentium, and which received sharp criticism from 
a number of prominent bishops and theologians, including Joseph Ratzinger. About the 
history of the nota, see J. Grootaers, Primauté et collégialité: Le dossier de Gérard 
Philips sur la Nota explicativa praevia, Lumen gentium, Chapitre III (BETL, 72), Leuven, 
Peeters, 1986. A solid historical reconstruction of the so-called “black week” was publis-
hed by Cardinal l.a.G. taGle, The ‘Black Week’ of Vatican II (1421 November 1964), 
in G. alberIGo – J.a. komonchak (eds.), History of Vatican II. Vol. IV: Church as 
Communion: Third Period and Intersession, September 1964 – September 1965, Maryk-
noll, NY, Orbis; Leuven, Peeters, 2003, 387-452. For theologians’ criticism, see 
l. declerck, Les réactions de quelques “periti” du Concile Vatican II à la Nota expli
cativa praevia (G. Philips, J. Ratzinger, H. de Lubac, H. Schauf), in Notiziario Istituto 
Paolo VI 61 (2011) 47-69. See also the contribution of l. kenIs, Diaries: Private Sources 
for a Study of the Second Vatican Council, in D. Donnelly – J. famerÉe – M.  LamberIGts – 
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that Lumen gentium 8 gave expression to the idea that there is no eccle-
sial fullness unless in the community headed by the successor of Peter 
and the bishops who live in communion with him – see Unitatis redin
tegratio 4 – but for him it would be against the ecclesiastical practice to 
claim without further qualification that God’s Church in this world is 
without reservation the Roman Catholic Church. A margin of openness 
had to be maintained, or put more precisely:

It would be a serious misconception of the conciliar body of thought that 
the ecclesiastical “fullness” is derived only from a legal and canonical com-
munion with the bishop of Rome. The church fullness is conditioned by this 
communion, but cannot be reduced to it70.

This makes it clear that the then key figure for the Catholic participa-
tion in ecumenism kept himself from an exclusively conceived est inter-
pretation. Even more, while questioning the Notificatio of Ratzinger, 
Willebrands raised the question of whether it can be concluded that sub
sistit in leads to an exaggerated “relativization” of the uniqueness of the 
Catholic Church, something Leonardo Boff was blamed for. The answer 
was negative. Such a conclusion would show a reading of the subsistit in 
formula beyond its necessary context, in which both the role of the eccle-
siastical hierarchy and the doctrine of the elements and the associated 
pneumatological openness are conceived. The latter demonstrate the rec-
ognition of ecclesiality outside the boundaries of the Catholic Church, 
and in such a way that it would be wrong to think that this expression 
seeks to concentrate all churchliness only in the Catholic Church and to 
present the elements as separate and floating fragments.

v. ePIloGue: ratzInGer’s resPonse

After this presentation of the conciliar genesis and the way in which 
it was interpreted in the second half of the 1980s, I want to conclude this 
historical survey with the reaction of the later Pope Benedict XVI on 

k. schelkens (eds.), The Belgian Contribution to the Second Vatican Council: Interna
tional Research Conference at Mechelen, Leuven and LouvainlaNeuve (September 
1216, 2005) (BETL, 216), Leuven – Paris – Dudley, MA, Peeters, 2008, 44-50. See 
l. declerck, Inventaire des papiers conciliaires d’Emmanuel Lanne osb, moine du 
monastère de Chevetogne, membre du Secrétariat pour l’Unité des Chrétiens (Instrumenta 
Theologica, 40), Leuven, Peeters, 2017, p. 88: “Osservazioni sulla Nota Explicativa Prae-
via e sul N.B. della Relatio generalis ad Cap. III”.

70. CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Supplement: The Meaning of subsistit in in 
Lumen gentium 8 and Unitatis redintegratio, p. 14.
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Willebrands’ explanation of Lumen gentium 8. In the spring of 1987, the 
“cardinal of unity” presented his proposed vision to Ratzinger, with 
the request for a response. This personal reaction is, in the aftermath of 
the synod and the debates around liberation theology, very interesting, 
because the letter from Ratzinger indicates that the Notificatio against 
Boff does not necessarily lead to a closed reading of Lumen gentium 8. 
This is all the more fascinating, bearing in mind the fact that the Congre-
gation for the Doctrine of the Faith in its Responsa of 2007 refers back 
to the Notificatio of 1985 and to the genesis of Lumen gentium 8. The 
tension between divergent approaches was there during the Council and 
remained after and cannot be separated from the broader vision of Catho-
lic ecclesiology. Ratzinger’s letter to Willebrands of October 2, 1987 also 
testified to this tension. The letter touched upon a study by Umberto 
Betti, in which the editorial history of the Council text was extensively 
discussed, and brought little against Willebrand’s position, after which 
the prefect of the CDF gave its own interpretation of the problems of 
elementary teaching. Striking was the report that the Catholic Church was 
also involved in an ecumenical process of becoming and had to evolve. 
We quote the letter in its entirety:

My impression is that, generally speaking, the two works are similar and, 
as already said, I see no ground for substantial criticism of your perfor-
mance, although one can always discuss this or that formulation. On the 
whole, it seems to me that the two together offer a helpful explanation of 
the true historical history of the formula and thus the original intention.
It struck me that in almost all conciliation speeches about the subsistit, the 
word Ecclesia, quite naturally, has the meaning of “Catholic Church”. 
When speaking of ecclesiastical reality outside the Catholic Church, the 
statement is almost always linked to the fact that such ecclesiastical reality 
in its essence belongs to the Catholic Church and refers to it, so that the 
inner unity of the church concept remains fully protected, although and even 
when social and institutional churchliness is also spoken about outside the 
Catholic Church. 
For non-Catholic ears this may seem difficult to bear at first sight, but 
I think that in reality there is a high ecumenical imperative: if what actually 
belongs to the Catholic Church exists outside of it, then it must become so 
the outsider is no longer outside, since the fact that it appears as an “out-
side” is based on the fact that it does not do justice to its own being71.

Ratzinger’s text clearly leaves some room, the tension remains unre-
solved. First of all, it must be emphasized that the logic of returning the 
interpretation of a conciliar fragment to the conceptual framework of 

71. CSVII, Archive J.G.M. Willebrands, Supplement: Letter from Card. Joseph Rat-
zinger to Card. Johannes Willebrands, 2 October 1987.
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a single theologian is also not followed by him, in contrast to, for exam-
ple, the later studies by Becker and von Teuffenbach. The simple ration-
ale that subsistit in meant for Tromp est has, after all, little relevance. 
This was without merit, because it neglected the text as voted on and 
appropriated by the Council. In addition, it became clear that the histor-
ical and ecumenical intention of the Council fathers also had to be 
respected by the former prefect of the CDF, which does justice to the 
formulation of the doctrine of the elements. At the same time, the passage 
in which Ratzinger underlined the importance of the inside/outside per-
spective makes his reaction complex. Several things should finally be 
noted.

On the one hand, this cannot be a simple return to the nineteenth cen-
tury positions, and neither to the view of the encyclical Mortalium ani
mos of Pius XI of 1928. That would be a denial of the conciliar willing-
ness to ecumenical dialogue – which built on an openness created under 
Pius XII. On the other hand, this answer does contain a particular pref-
erence for an ecclesiological approach that focuses heavily on the insti-
tutional aspect. There is some tension here with the conciliar teachings 
on two levels. Ratzinger’s reply indicates that respecting the historical 
intention of a text is important. All the while the letter ignores two key 
elements of the conciliar text: the attention for the mystery aspect and 
the role of the Spirit and a christological referent. This stands in some 
contrast to art. 3 of Unitatis redintegratio, where it says that “all of these 
[elements] which come from Christ and lead back to Christ, belong 
by right to the one Church of Christ”. That said, the letter does not 
close any doors, and thus reverts to the classical problem of the juxta-
position, the typical Catholic “and-and” thinking, whereby seemingly 
mutually exclusive statements are kept together. This does not lift the 
tension but keeps it, although the emphasis may be different for this or 
that theologian.
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