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Reflection on Lumen Gentium 
Chapter V: The Call to Holiness 

 Lumen Gentium was published in November of 1964 in the midst of the second Vatican 

Council with the intention to identify the nature of the Church in the most clear and concise 

manner possible.  Within this definition there is clear expression of the nature (i.e. a visible 

organization established by Christ for the salvation of souls with its set hierarchy and rituals, or 

sacraments) and mission (to be a mediator between God and all men unto their salvation through 

teaching and grace, i.e. Christ is the true mediator and the Church is His Body) of the Church.  In 

chapter five of the document, The Call to Holiness, is the definition off the universal call of all 

members of the Church, laity and religious, to holiness. 

 The principle thesis of this chapter is outlined in the very first paragraph after stating that 

the Church is the Bride of Christ and is thus held to be “unfailingly holy” by stating, “Therefore 

all in the Church, whether they belong to the hierarchy or are cared for by it, are called to 

holiness, according to the apostle’s saying: ‘For this is the will of God, your sanctification’ (1 Th. 

4:3; cf. Eph. 1:4).”   Today it is very commonly held that holiness is not limited to only those 1

living in religious life consecrated to God, but available to all of the faithful.  Lumen Gentium 

goes beyond proclaiming the availability of holiness to everyone but exegetes the Scriptures (1 

Thessalonians and Ephesians) to set out a call to all of the faithful to holiness. 

 The council calls all the faithful to exhibit and live the evangelical counsels of chastity, 

poverty, and obedience to the extent called for by their personal walk of life.  All are not only 

 Lumen Gentium, 39.1



Mazrin �  of �2 6

invited to partake in these counsels, but are called to.  Each vocation demands the outward sign 

of these counsels to be shown in different ways (e.g. for the priestly religious through vows and 

the married man through adhering to his marriage vows and through the life of virtue and 

“wholeheartedly [devoting] themselves to the glory of God and to the service of their 

neighbor”).  2

 One of the forerunners of the further development of this Theology was Fr. Reginald 

Garrigou-Lagrange, OP, who did have a large voice in this Council.  In his spiritual masterpiece, 

The Three Ages of the Interior Life: Prelude to Eternal Life, Garrigou-Lagrange aims his work at 

the universal call the holiness.  He teaches about the life of mystical prayer, in which one 

transcends along the pathway from the ascetic prayer of beginners in the Purgative Way, or state, 

through the entry to infused contemplation found in the Illuminative Way of proficients, and 

arrives ultimately at the Unitive Way of the perfect souls who have achieved a high level of 

sanctity on earth and thus live in a mystical union with God.  This is primarily developed from 

the writings of the mystics (with much taken from St. John of the Cross and St. Teresa of Avila) 

as well as the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas.  His thesis is that this life of mystical prayer is 

not in the extraordinary way of sanctity reserved only for those cloistered religious, but to every 

member of the Body of Christ, to all the faithful.  In a word, if one is to earnestly strive to follow 

God and be a member of the Church, this is the normal and ordinary way one must travel and it 

will essentially happen.  St. John of the Cross spoke of the way to reach union with God, by 

passing through the nights of the sense and of the spirit, and that man necessarily must pass 

through these in order to reach God.  If man does not pass through these stages of purification 
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and the subsequent resulting mystical prayer on earth, then he certainly will go through these 

purifications while in purgatory to obtain that mystical union with God in the Beatific Vision in 

heaven. 

 Lumen Gentium calls all members of the faithful to this perfection of charity which 

results in one traveling this pathway to perfection.  For the way one must become holy is through 

the different levels of active and passive purifications of the senses and the spirit.  “Each one, 

however, according to his own gifts and duties must steadfastly advance along the way of a 

living faith, which arouses hope and works through love.”   The call to holiness is not a call only 3

to live certain virtues, but to perfect those virtues in a continual advance along the way of a 

living faith.  This again affirms the call to the pathway to perfection, that all Christians are called 

to the mystical life. 

 Though today it is almost universally accepted in Catholic thought that all are called to a 

certain degree of holiness and that it is not reserved only for priests and religious, it does seem 

that there needs to be a deeper teaching and practice of the matter.  The aspect of holiness of 

living a virtuous life is widespread, and the Church has succeeded with including the faithful in 

the Liturgy and encouraging the active participation of the laity in other celebrations.  Overall, 

there is a sense among the Church as a whole that all are called to to follow the commandments, 

life virtuously, and strive for a greater perfection of charity within themselves and in their 

communities.  But the aspect of mystical union and a transformative relationship with God is still 

not as widespread as one would think in the Church.  The sense among the Church as a whole in 

this regard is that those levels of union with God are still reserved for certain people and not 
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available to all.  This is where the implementation of Lumen Gentium chapter five could be more 

widespread and elaborated upon. 

 If holiness consists in the perfection of charity, the exhibition of the evangelical counsels, 

a firm disposition of heart to love God and devote oneself to His service and the service of ones 

neighbor, and to continually advance in these perfections, then one must travel the pathway to 

perfection.  Lumen Gentium does not only address the availability of holiness (and all its effects) 

to every member of the Church, but there is an explicit call to holiness.  This means that not only 

is mystical union in the normal way of sanctity as said by Garrigou-Lagrange, but that all 

members of the Church are called to follow this path and move along the way of purification 

towards infused contemplation and mystical union. 

 In a sense this is being done by the faithful, through the Church’s teaching and 

encouragement to strive for holiness.  Members of the faithful who take their faith seriously are, 

at the urging of the Church, participating in the Sacred Mysteries and putting forth valiant effort 

to grow in holiness, to actively purify their passions and submit themselves to the holy and 

perfect will of God.  This is a tremendous step forwards to the holiness of all the members of the 

Church, which is the Bride of Christ.  But in order to reach that higher level of prayer in which 

all are called, to be the worthy Bride of Christ, in a marital union of love with the Bridegroom, 

the faithful should be encouraged to approach the Lord in a way more conducive to this spiritual 

growth, to the growth of true holiness on the ladder of sanctity.  There should be the general 

sense among that faithful that if one continues to pray and earnestly seek after the Lord, they will 

necessarily begin to ascend Mount Carmel, as John of the Cross would say, ascend this trajectory 

of the mystical life towards the Lord.  This should no longer be a surprising occurrence reserved 
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only for the venerable and blessed “mystics” of the Church and not for the normal laity.  There is 

the precise reason that Garrigou-Lagrange uses the “normal” by calling this the “normal way of 

sanctity.” 

 Keeping this in mind, Lumen Gentium, is not only the call to the growth in virtue, but to 

the growth in holiness.  The document outlines the way to attain this true growth in each 

vocation.  There is a keen emphasis on the holiness of the laity because the pastors and 

Shepherds of the flock are called to lead, and thus are called to a high degree of holiness.  Even 

in the emphasis on the laity reaching a high level of perfection comes the insight that the pastors 

are also called to the mystical life, as well as those religious.   

 Lumen Gentium, reaffirms the traditional formula for obtaining grace and growing in 

holiness, by the frequent reception of the Sacraments, participation in the Sacred Mysteries, 

fervent prayer and sacrifice (i.e. the three pillars of the spiritual life: prayer, fasting, and 

almsgiving) so that “all Christians, in the conditions, duties, and circumstances of their life and 

through all these, will sanctify themselves more and more if they receive all things with faith 

from the hand of the heavenly Father and cooperate with the divine will…”   The Church has 4

implemented this section with great enthusiasm by calling all members of the Body to a greater 

effort and participation in these avenues to grace. 

 As a result of the grace received through greater devotion and faith, the members of the 

Body must and necessarily will progress in holiness, the perfection of charity, and towards a 

greater union with God.  One could say that the Catholic calling to holiness is also a call to 

mysticism.  This does not mean the extent of the greater mystics of the Church, but that all are 
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called to participate in the normal way of sanctity which is that of a mystical nature.  To be holy 

is to come to know and love God more, which is essentially mysticism.  As a result of this 

document and its proper implementation one could argue that there should be more mystics in 

the modern Church, at least more experiences certain levels of mystical prayer.  In the effort to 

reach out to all faithful to grow in virtue; especially charity, the Church should gear the effects of 

these efforts in the faithful to a greater union with God and all men, which is a mystical call to all 

members of the Body of Christ, that they might individually express the nuptial relationship 

between Christ the Bridegroom and His Bride, the Church, in their own prayerful relationship 

with Him.


