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During the thirteen years that I pastored in St. Louis, Missouri, a city with a strong 

Roman Catholic history, it was not uncommon for an attendee of our church to tell me that her 

parents or grandparents were deeply concerned that she had left the true Church and was in 

danger of eternal punishment.  Yet this vestige of pre-Vatican II Catholicism was virtually never 

present in the minds of younger Catholics whose parish instruction seemed to lack any strong 

sense that members of other churches or religions were lost.  Similarly, in a recent conversation 

with me, a Roman Catholic theologian reflected on his own experience.  “I remember growing 

up giving money for missions to save pagan babies.  But the Catholic mind no longer tends to 

see the world in categories of saved and lost.”
1
  The first obvious question in response to this 

trend is, what happened?  The obvious answer is, Vatican II.  But a proper investigation of the 

position of the Roman Catholic Church (from here on RCC) regarding other religions must ask at 

least two more questions.  First, how can one reconcile recent Catholic statements with a history 

so unambiguously hostile to the idea of salvation outside its ranks?  And second, since Vatican II 

is four decades old, how has Catholic theology developed this issue since then?  The purpose of 

this paper is to analyze the most recent Roman Catholic documents which address the 

relationship of the Catholic Church to other religions (including other Christian traditions), 

considering their relationship to the history of Catholic theology and their progress since  

Vatican II.  Following the analysis is an evaluation from an Evangelical perspective. 

As a result of the RCC‟s unique affirmation of the basic irreformability of its official 

dogma/doctrine, more than most Christian theological traditions, it engages in theological 
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formulation with its eyes focused on the rear-view mirror.  Consequently, any clear 

understanding of recent statements of the RCC regarding other religions must begin with the 

affirmations and even the musings of the early Church fathers and the subsequent development 

of their thought through the middle ages and into the modern era.  Accordingly, the first section 

of this paper provides a brief summary of Roman Catholic theological development.  To be more 

specific, this introduction will locate the issue within the context of extra ecclesiam nulla salus.  

For the fundamental question at stake historically, and even in the current conversation, is: Can 

persons be saved outside of or apart from the Roman Catholic Church? 

 While it was not Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258) who began the discussion of this issue, it is 

to his name that extra ecclesiam is attached historically.  Cyprian‟s concern was for those 

heretics and schismatics who found themselves outside the church, primarily because of their 

own voluntary separation from it.  He writes: 

Whoever breaks with the Church and enters on an adulterous union, cuts himself off from 

the promises made to the Church; and he who has turned his back on the Church of Christ 

shall not come to the rewards of Christ: he is an alien, a worldling, an enemy.  You 

cannot have God for your Father if you have not the Church for your mother. . . . 

Whoever breaks the peace and harmony of Christ acts against Christ; whoever gathers 

elsewhere than in the Church, scatters the Church of Christ. . . . If a man does not keep 

this unity, he is not keeping the law of God; he has lost his faith about Father and Son, he 

has lost his life and his soul.
2
 

 

Such an unequivocal statement makes Cyprian‟s intention clear—those outside the Catholic 

Church are not saved.  Nevertheless, it is also important to recognize, as Francis Sullivan has 

argued in his excellent work, Salvation Outside the Church? The Tracing of the History of the 

Catholic Response, exactly whom Cyprian has in his sights.  His target is heretics and 

schismatics, not pagans or Jews, the point being that his contentions only address those who 

know about the Catholic Church and reject it. 
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 In fact, the question of pagans and others who had never heard of Christ or the Church is 

an issue discussed by a number of the early fathers.  Justin Martyr speaks positively, for 

example, about the possibility of salvation for the philosophers who lived before Christ.  Their 

commitment to living according to reason, which Justin knows as logos, qualified them as 

followers of the only begotten Logos of God incarnate in Jesus Christ.
3
  Moreover, Irenaeus,

4
 

Clement,
5
 and Origin

6
 also contend for the possibility of salvation, inclusion among the elect, of 

those who predated or had never heard of Christ.  The upshot of all this is that extra ecclesiam 

takes root in an historical context that allows for the possibility of salvation for those who are, in 

a sense, innocently outside the Church.  Thus, at least at this point, extra ecclesiam is not entirely 

exclusive. 

 Another important development in extra ecclesiam comes with Augustine.  A 

fundamental shift, which begins to take place by the end of the 4th century, is the perspective 

that all pagans were lost since the gospel had spread to the whole world, making the argument of 

ignorance less valid.  Pagans were not pagans because they did not know the gospel, but because 

they rejected it.  At least in his early writings, Augustine also accepts that those who lived before 

Christ and had faith or lived just lives are saved by Christ and members of the Church.
7
  Also, 

those who had not heard of Christ could be saved apart from the Church.  But once the gospel 

had been made known through the Church, “. . . there was no possibility of salvation without 

orthodox Christian faith and membership in the true church, which for him was the catholica: the 
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worldwide church in communion with Rome.”
8
  But especially in his later writings, Augustine 

goes beyond even this to contend that having never heard the gospel does not deliver one from 

the consequence of damnation for a lack of faith in Christ.  The development of his doctrines of 

original sin and predestination resulted in a framework for extra ecclesiam which, for Augustine, 

was fairly exclusive.  Those outside the Catholic Church are not saved. 

 There is, however, in the complexity of his theology, a place in Augustine still for the 

possible salvation of at least some who are outside the Church.  While Augustine is quite harsh 

in his condemnations of the Donatists, he may leave room for some of them being saved.  In a 

letter he writes to some of them, he says: 

The Apostle Paul said: “As for a man that is a heretic, after admonishing him once or 

twice, have nothing to do with him” (Tit 3:10).  But those who maintain their own 

opinion, however false and perverted, without obstinate ill will, especially those who 

have not originated the error by bold presumption, but have received it from parents who 

had been led astray and had lapsed . . . those who seek the truth with careful industry and 

are ready to be corrected when they have found it, are not to be rated among heretics.
9
 

 

Roman Catholic theologian Michael Cameron summarizes Augustine this way:   

 

Those he condemned were the leaders who knew better.  But most Donatist Christians 

sucked in error with their mother‟s milk.  They did not understand that the Catholic 

Church was the true Church.  Thus, according to Augustine, Donatists could be saved, 

but if a Donatist clearly understood that the Catholic Church was the one true Church and 

still rejected it, he was condemned.
10

 

 

The importance of this idea for current Roman Catholic thought is enormous.  It suggests that a  

heretic can be saved if his rejection of the Church is fundamentally an issue of ignorance rather 

than rebellion. 

 The next important figure in the development of extra ecclesiam is Thomas Aquinas.  

Aquinas affirms the declaration of Pope Innocent at the Fourth Lateran Council that there is no 
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salvation outside the Church.  Yet, along with the Fathers, Thomas agrees that some Gentiles 

before Christ and even Cornelius were saved by implicit faith before hearing of Christ.  But once 

the gospel was given, explicit faith in Christ was necessary for salvation.  Commenting on 

Thomas, Jacques Dupius writes: “The case of Cornelius was, however, an exception.  For, while 

allowing for the sufficiency of implicit faith in Christ before the Gospel had been promulgated, 

Thomas firmly upheld the necessity of explicit faith thereafter.”
11

  Further, Thomas contends that 

in the case of someone who had no chance to hear and who was a person sincerely seeking God, 

God would bring a preacher to him like Peter to Cornelius or give him a revelation so he could 

know and believe.
12

 

 But there were complexities and nuances in the theology of Thomas as well.  For 

example, while he was clear about the necessity of baptism for salvation, he equivocated 

concerning how baptism must be obtained.  In the Summa, he contends that the lack of baptism 

must be divided into two categories—the lack in reality, and the lack in desire.  It is possible, he 

writes, that one may lack baptism in reality, but not in desire.  One may desire to be baptized but 

lack the means or, perhaps die before being able to fulfill his desire.  This person can be saved by 

virtue of his desire, whereby God, who is not tied to the visibility of the sacraments, can apply 

them to this person inwardly.
13

  Further, Thomas even goes so far as to argue that forgiveness of 

sins can be granted to the person whose desire for baptism is only implicit, not explicit.
14

  The 

importance of this development for the present discussion is obvious. Here we have the seeds of 

ideas later brought to maturity by Karl Rahner and Vatican II.  Not only can grace be granted 

through desire without the actuality of specific faith or membership in the Roman Catholic 
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Church, but also grace may be applied on the basis of a desire which is implicit rather than 

explicit, in essence, a desire which is anonymous.
15

 

 Moving on from Aquinas, later formulations of extra ecclesiam seem to slam the door on 

any concessions given by the kind of interpretation of Thomas explained above.  In 1302, 

Boniface VII promulgates the bull, Unam Sanctum, which argues unequivocally that there is 

neither salvation, nor remission of sin outside the holy, catholic, and apostolic Church.  The bull 

defines the Church as that body which exists in submission to the successors of Peter, by the 

authority Christ.  Speaking of the authority of the Church and the papacy over all of humanity, 

Boniface writes: 

But this authority, although it is given to a man and exercised by a man, is not a human 

power, nay, much rather a divine power given by the divine lips to Peter, to Peter himself 

and to his successors in Christ. . . . Further , we declare, say, define and pronounce it to 

be altogether necessary for salvation for every human creature that he be subject to the 

Roman pontiff.
16

 

 

On the heals of this uncompromising proclamation, in 1445, the Council of Florence proclaims: 

[The Holy Roman Church] . . . firmly believes, professes and preaches that no one 

outside the Catholic Church, neither pagans nor Jews nor heretics nor schismatics, can 

become partakers of eternal life; but they will go to the eternal fire prepared for the devil 

and his angels, unless before the end of their life they are joined to it.
17

 

 

One of the purposes of this council was to bring reunion with eastern churches, including those 

Coptic Churches, called Jacobites.  Again, this context is important for Roman Catholic 

theologians since it allows the council to be interpreted as speaking to heretics and schismatics 

rather than those who have never heard.  The issue, then, becomes that of members of schismatic 
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groups or other religions who had surely heard the gospel and were consciously rejecting it.  This 

kind of rejection was evidence of grave infidelity, resulting in condemnation. 

 Shortly after the Council of Florence, a new wrinkle entered the discussion of extra 

ecclesiam, the discovery of the New World.  The fact that an entire population had lived unaware 

of the Church for nearly 1500 years faced Catholic theologians with a whole new set of 

questions.  What was the status of those who, while living during the time of the Church, when 

the gospel was known, had no access to the gospel message?  Could they be saved?  One of a 

group of Jesuit theologians to struggle with this problem, Cardinal Juan De Lugo (1583-1660), 

expands the cracks opened by the earlier theologians.  Sullivan writes of him: 

On the question of the possibility of salvation for people who had never had a chance to 

hear the message of the gospel, he gave the same response that Suarez had given; that 

they would receive the grace with which they could observe the natural law; and if they 

keep this, they would be enlightened so that they could arrive at faith in God, and with 

this they could have the implicit desire for Christian faith, baptism and membership in the 

church that would suffice for their salvation.
18

 

 

De Lugo goes on to contend that Muslims, Jews, and heretics can be judged not guilty of the sin 

of infidelity and thus saved because they believe some truths about God even if they deny other 

crucial truths, such as the divinity of Christ.  If these people show contrition for their sins and 

follow actual truths found in their own religion, even though they do not recognize authentic 

religion in Christianity, they can be saved.  He contends (as a forerunner of Rahner) that these 

people of sincere faith can even be considered as numbered with the Christians.  Sullivan argues 

that part of the source for De Lugo‟s reasoning is the beginning of the knowledge of psychology.  

The idea seems to be that for some, even a sincere inquiry into the claims of Christianity might 

leave them unconvinced.  Accordingly, such persons could not be held responsible for rejecting 

Christian faith since they are not rejecting something they know to be true. 
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 As the Church moved into the modern era it faced not only the continuing challenge of 

other religions, but also the challenge of modernism, which began to move through 

Religionsgeschichte in the direction of pluralism.  Pius IX rises to this challenge with strong 

words of condemnation for modernism, Americanism, and any other dilution of Roman Catholic 

exclusivity in salvation.  He renewes the claims of Unam Sanctum that there is no salvation 

outside the Church.  Nevertheless, in the midst of his enforcement of traditional theology, he 

leaves the door open for a salvation that was in some sense outside the Church.  He writes in 

Singulari quadam, 1854: 

Certainly we must hold it as of faith that no one can be saved outside of the apostolic 

Roman Church, that this is the only ark of salvation, that the one who does not enter this 

is going to perish in the deluge.  But nevertheless, we must likewise hold it as certain that 

those who labor in ignorance of the true religion, if that ignorance be invincible, will 

never be charged with any guilt on this account before the eyes of the Lord.
19

 

 

Later Pius goes on to say that, while no one can be saved outside the Church, the definition of 

those outside really means those who are defiant against the authority and definitions of the 

RCC.  Thus, with Pius, we have a papal declaration that the definition of those outside the 

Church means those culpably outside the church.  As Dupuis notes, “Singulari Quadam, while 

reaffirming the necessity of the Church for salvation, is the first document which speaks of 

invincible ignorance, by which people are subjectively excused from embracing Christianity.
20

 

But the issue that would not be solved with Pius was, how can the Roman Church truly be the 

only ark of salvation, if people who labor outside of it in invincible ignorance may be saved?  

Theologians would debate this question through the first half of the 20
th

 century leading to a 

solution in the second half. 
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 During the period between Vatican Councils I and II theologians worked to answer the 

question of how someone could be “in the Church” without being a baptized member of it.  The 

solutions during this period generally focused on the idea of a visible Church and an invisible 

Church, and later, the visible Church and mystical body.  The idea was that if someone was 

responding to the grace of Christ, however it was that he received it, and yet was not a member 

of the RCC, he could be a member still of the mystical body of the Church, even if not the visible 

body. 

 This approach was not ultimately successful.  In 1943, Pius XII clarifies in Mystici 

corporis that the mystical body does not go beyond the visible RCC.  Ultimately, conceptions of 

a visible and invisible Church are rejected.  Nevertheless, Pius still keeps the door open for 

salvation for those who are not baptized members of the RCC.  He writes: “For even though, by 

a certain unconscious desire and wish, they may be related to the Mystical Body of the 

Redeemer, they remain deprived of so many and so powerful gifts and helps from Heaven, which 

can be enjoyed only within the Catholic Church.”
21

  The interesting issue here is the phrase 

“unconscious desire.”  This opens the door of salvation to those who have no explicit desire to be 

Roman Catholic.  More than that, the lack of explicit desire is not necessarily the result of 

ignorance, but may be the case of the Christian who knows of the RCC and its claims but has no 

desire to be part of it.  That this lack of explicit desire to be part of the RCC is meant by Pius is 

evident in a letter sent to American Cardinal Cushing in 1949, still during the tenure of Pius XII, 

as an explanation of extra ecclesiam.   

To gain eternal salvation it is not always required that a person be incorporated in reality 

as a member of the Church, but it is required that he belong to it at least in desire and 

longing.  It is not always necessary that this desire be explicit, as it is with catechumens.  

When a man is invincibly ignorant, God also accepts an implicit desire, so called because 
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it is contained in the good dispositions of soul by which a man wants his will to be 

conformed to God‟s will.
22

 

 

Here the Church harkens back to Thomas‟ differentiation between reality and desire to indicate 

that a person of good will may be saved simply by an implicit desire to belong to the Church.  

Another important idea highlighted in Mystici Corporis, which becomes very important for the 

most current developments in Roman Catholic thought, is that what non-Roman Catholics lack is 

not eternal salvation, but merely some of the benefits of salvation in the present sphere. 

 The final element in the historical background is Vatican II.  Whatever doors were 

pushed slightly ajar in previous centuries were blown wide open by this most recent ecumenical 

council.  The following ideas exemplify the paradigm shift of Vatican II:  As the documents 

were being drafted, the affirmation that the true Church of Jesus Christ is the Roman Catholic 

Church was changed to say that the Church of Jesus Christ “subsists in the Roman Catholic 

Church, allowing the possibility that the Church exists in some way outside the RCC.  The 

sacraments of other Christian communities are considered to have value.  There is the 

introduction of the idea of descending levels of connection to the RCC.  Other religions are 

found to contain true and holy elements.  Parallel to this affirmation is the complete lack of any 

sense of satanic origin for other religions.  Perhaps most profound in their effects on the Roman 

Catholic theology of salvation in other religions were the documents Lumen Gentium and 

Unitatis Redentigratio.  Sullivan‟s comments on these two documents are striking: 

With the promulgation of those two conciliar texts, an extraordinary change took place in 

official Catholic doctrine about the salvation of non-Catholic Christians.  Up until the 

1963 draft, . . . the official doctrine was that since there is only one church of Christ, 

which is exclusively identified with the Roman Catholic Church, it follows that the 

Catholic Church is the only ecclesial means of salvation, and that, therefore, salvation for 

other Christians must also come through the Catholic Church, by virtue of their implicit 

desire to belong to it.  The recognition, both in Lumen gentium and in the Decree on 

Ecumenism, of the ecclesial value of the other Christian churches and communities 
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introduced a profound change in our understanding of the way that other Christians reach 

salvation.  This change is so significant that in my opinion “No salvation outside the 

church” is no longer a problem for Catholic theology as far as the members of the other 

Christian churches are concerned.  In light of Vatican II, we can now recognize their own 

churches as the ecclesial means by which non-Catholic Christians are being saved.
23

 

 

 Interestingly, Lumen Gentium, the document on the Church, still contains a version of 

extra ecclesiam.  It states, “Whosoever, therefore, knowing that the Catholic Church was made 

necessary by God through Jesus Christ, would refuse to enter her or to remain in her, could not 

be saved.”
24

  Yet implicit in even this very negative statement is the idea that one who knows the 

RCC claims and refuses to believe them and enter the RCC still may be saved if he truly does not 

understand that the RCC is the true Church.  Here we have a reaffirmation and further 

development of Pius IX‟s idea that only those culpably outside the RCC are lost. 

Part II: Recent Roman Catholic Statements 

 Having surveyed the history of extra ecclesiam, we now move on to examine recent 

Roman Catholic documents.  Without question, the most influential official development of the 

Catholic position on other religions has come with the voice of John Paul II.  Despite the fact 

that he has been perceived by more liberal Catholic theologians as not being nearly ecumenical 

enough, and while very consciously attempting to frame his approach as an honest reflection of 

Vatican II, John Paul has expanded even further the openness of the Vatican council.  We will 

look primarily at three documents of his tenure.  The first two, Redemptoris Missio and Ut Unam 

Sint, are his own encyclicals.  The third and most recent, Dominus Iesus, was penned by Cardinal 

Joseph Ratzinger, and confirmed by John Paul.   

Redemptoris Missio:  Redemptoris Missio (RM), written in 1990, a papal encyclical of 

over fifty single-spaced pages, is an extensive theological argument for the ongoing validity of 
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the missionary activity of the Church.  It is aimed at the relationship of the RCC with non-

Christian religions in light of Vatican II and is the result of concern that Catholic missionaries 

and bishops in other countries may be losing their evangelistic focus.   

 In RM, John Paul attempts to hold on to ecumenical Catholic openness with one hand and 

a traditional theology of exclusivity with the other.  He is careful to insist that Christ is the only 

way of salvation and the only mediator between God and humanity and, in spite of his positive 

evaluations of non-Christian religions, he argues that, even if they are theistic, they are 

inadequate because they lack an understanding of Christ.  John Paul warns that missionaries and 

theologians must not regard this lack of christological understanding as an unimportant issue.  

The necessity of Christ and the Church for salvation must be explained, even if it is a difficult 

concept culturally. 

 But along with these traditional affirmations, John Paul moves strongly in the direction of 

openness.   Commenting on the incarnation, he writes,  “The redemption event brings salvation 

to all, „for each one is included in the mystery of the redemption and with each one Christ has 

united himself forever through this mystery.‟”
25

  Beyond the idea that Christ makes salvation 

simply available to all, John Paul develops in his theology a strong notion of God working in an 

inner way in all persons.  The incarnation unites Christ to all persons, not only ontologically, but 

also redemptively.  RM is also the first place that John Paul begins to discuss other religions 

using the phrase “participated forms of mediation.”  This idea moves beyond the affirmations of 

Vatican II, that Christ can save devotees of other religions, to suggest that other religions are, in 

some sense, mediators of salvation.  And while he is careful to note that this does not mean that 

these forms of mediation are parallel to Christ and that they only derive their meaning and value 

from him, this is nevertheless a stunning development.  To illustrate from Scripture his positive 
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evaluation of the revelatory nature of other religions, John Paul cites Paul‟s speeches in Lystra 

and Athens, where he dialogues with Gentiles, referring to their cosmic religion and to their 

religious poets as points of reference regarding God‟s self-revelation.  But John Paul does not 

want to concede too much to these religions.  He warns, “But if they are to recognize the true 

God, they must abandon the false gods which they themselves have made and open themselves 

to the One whom God has sent to remedy their ignorance and satisfy the longings of their 

hearts.”
26

 

 Another important aspect of RM is its indirect commentary on what adherents of other 

religions are missing by not knowing about and embracing Christ.  John Paul rejects the idea that 

the preaching of the gospel is unnecessary for those who express faith in God through their own 

religions.  It is not enough simply to help them become more faithful in their own religions and 

to excel in social justice.  What is overlooked in such a view “. . . is that every person has the 

right to hear the „Good News‟ of the God who reveals and gives himself in Christ, so that each 

one can live out in its fullness his or her proper calling.”
27

  The key phrase here is “in its 

fullness.”  It becomes increasingly clear in recent Catholic theology that ultimate salvation is not 

the issue for non-Catholics or even non-Christians.  If they are people of some kind of faith in 

God, what they lack is not salvation, but God‟s blessings which are available only through the 

Christian gospel and the Roman Catholic Church. 

Finally, John Paul expresses an idea which has become a hallmark of his ecumenical 

theology, that the Holy Spirit is at work in other religions and, indeed, in the hearts of all 

persons.  Jacques Dupuis agrees, suggesting that, “The singular contribution of Pope John Paul II  
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to a „theology of religions‟ consists in the emphasis with which he affirms the operative presence 

of the Spirit of God on the religious life of non-Christians and the religions to which they 

belong.”
28

  For John Paul, the Spirit is involved in every positive human and religious initiative.  

More specifically and emphatically, John Paul argues, “Excluding any mistaken interpretation, 

the interreligious meeting held in Assisi was meant to confirm my conviction that „every 

authentic prayer is prompted by the Holy Spirit, who is mysteriously present in every human 

heart.‟”
29

 

Ut Unam Sint:  Promulgated in 1995, Ut Unam Sint (UUS), speaks not to non-Christian 

religions, but to other Christian communities.  It is John Paul‟s hopeful vision for the ultimate 

visible unity of the Church, exemplified by a common celebration of the Eucharist.  Self-

consciously reflecting on Vatican II, Ut Unam Sint develops its theology of Christian unity in 

new ways.  Reaching back beyond Vatican II, John Paul reiterates that there are elements of 

sanctification and truth in other Christian communities, showing how these elements reflect an 

implicit desire towards unity with the RCC, the one true Church.  He comments, “These 

elements, however, as gifts properly belonging to the Church of Christ, possess an inner 

dynamism toward Catholic unity.”
30

  Here again is the idea that where people are expressing 

genuine faith in Christ, they actually have an implicit, albeit unconscious, desire to belong to the 

RCC.   

Another small but important move in UUS, in tone if not in substance, is the changing of 

terminology regarding other Christian communities, dispensing withVatican II‟s “separated 

brethren” in favor of the less negative “other Christians,” “others who have received baptism,” 
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and “Christians of other communities.”  This change reflects an attitude hopeful of substantive 

and visible reconciliation on John Paul‟s part throughout the document. 

Regarding this reconciliation, John Paul is most hopeful for the Orthodox Church, noting 

its common faith in the mystery of the Church, the bond between faith and the sacraments, and a 

common commitment to apostolic succession.  But the Pope also reaches out to the communities 

of post-Reformation Christianity, referring to a common confession of Christ as the sole 

mediator between God and humanity, the authority of the Scriptures, and the bond formed by the 

common practice of baptism.  The fundamental problems with these communities, which create 

barriers to unity, are the rejection of the Magisterium and apostolic succession and the lack of the 

sacrament of orders, which hinders the effectiveness of the Eucharist. 

All in all, UUS, if a bit patronizing to non-Roman Catholics, is an attempt to look more 

positively than any previous document toward the reunion of the Church under the authority of 

the Bishop of Rome.  It longs for a Church that presents a visible unity to a fragmented world. 

Dominus Iesus:  Finally, the most recent document promulgated by the Vatican, 

Dominus Iesus (DI), has elicited a variety of responses from Catholic, Protestant, and other 

religious communities.  As the most recent and perhaps most controversial document of John 

Paul‟s tenure, we will give DI the most careful analysis.  The genesis and purpose of DI is 

evident in the messages of the Pope to hundreds of thousands of Roman Catholics during his 

visit to St. Louis, Missouri in the winter of 1999.  John Paul called out strongly to Roman 

Catholics to reject any conception of pluralism or relativity regarding religious truth and 

salvation.
31

  Accordingly, DI renews and strengthens the warnings of RM, calling all Catholic 

bishops, theologians, and faithful parishioners, to remember certain indispensable elements of  
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Christian doctrine in order to ensure a response to culture and other religions that is consistent 

with Roman Catholic dogma.  DI attacks numerous errors, all of which reflect religious 

pluralism, which are surfacing in Catholic teaching especially in the Third World.  Both the 

content and tone of the document infers that this problem has become more serious in recent 

years and was not thwarted by RM.  Certain Catholic teachers still are proposing a theology in 

which the absolute truth and salvific universality of Jesus Christ is lost.  In light of these 

concerns, DI attempts to make the RCC position on the relation of Catholic Christianity to other 

religions as clear as possible. 

Part one of the document suggests that the most important remedy to the problem is to 

reassert the “definitive and complete character of the revelation of Jesus Christ,” the one 

mediator of salvation and ultimate revelation of God.
32

  Any idea that the revelation of God in 

Jesus Christ is incomplete, suggesting that other religions can be considered complementary 

means to the knowledge of  God, is contrary to the Church‟s faith.  While God reveals himself in 

other religions and even uses them to nourish their adherents in their relationship with God, the 

person of true faith “must believe in no one but God: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.”
33

  

Interestingly, and perhaps in clarification of previous documents that mention the faith of those 

in other religions, DI differentiates between “faith” which is uniquely Christian, and “belief” 

found in other religions, which is essentially a human aspiration for God and search for truth.  

This belief should never be confused with true faith. 

Section two, which addresses the relationship of the incarnate Logos to the Holy Spirit in 

salvation, rejects any notion that there is an economy of salvation that is unrelated to the eternal 

Word or the Church, or that there is an economy of salvation in the Holy Spirit that is more 
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universal than that of the eternal Word.  Nevertheless, consistent with Vatican II and previous 

statements from John Paul, DI contends that for believers from all religions and, indeed, for all 

persons of good will, Christ associates himself with them through the Spirit and gives them hope 

of the resurrection. 

Part three on the unicity and universality of the salvific mystery of Jesus Christ, rehearses 

the oft stated post-Vatican II theology that, while Christ is the one way of salvation, other 

religions may in some way cooperate in salvation, the power for which remains in Jesus Christ 

alone.  Part four begins by reminding readers of the traditional theology of the uniqueness of the 

RCC as the one true Church entrusted by Christ to Peter and his successors, erected for all ages 

as the pillar of truth.  The rest of the section elaborates on exactly how it is that other Christian 

communities are related to the one true Church.  The fundamental principle is that all other 

Christian communities, to the extent that they are effective as a means of salvation and grace, 

derive their means only from the RCC.  The document then goes on to suggest a kind of sliding 

scale of connection to the RCC.  Those churches which hold to apostolic succession and a valid 

Eucharist are “true particular Churches.”  So the Church of Christ is operative in them even 

though they reject papal primacy, which the Bishop of Rome objectively exercises over the 

entire Church.  At the second level of connection are “ecclesial communities” which have not 

preserved a valid episcopate and the genuine substance of the eucharistic mystery.  These are not 

churches in the proper sense.  Those baptized in these communities are “incorporated in Christ 

and thus are in a certain communion, albeit imperfect with the Church.”
34

  Baptism in these 

communities “tends per se toward the full development of life in Christ, through the integral 

profession of faith, the Eucharist, and full communion in the Church.”
35

  As we have seen before, 
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this means that there is in the life of those who are baptized an internal leaning towards Christ 

and thus, an implicit desire to know the grace of the true, RC eucharist, and to be united with the 

RCC, even if the person has no idea this desire is there.  The upshot of all this is that the Church 

exists in its fullness only in the RCC.  But it does exist, albeit without fullness, in the other 

Christian communities. 

Part six attempts to clarify the relationship of the RCC to non-Christian religions.  There 

are two fundamental principles expressed in DI which have been expressed with increasing 

clarity since Vatican II.  The first is that the RCC is essential for salvation.  The text argues, 

unequivocally, “Above all else, it must be firmly believed that „the Church, a pilgrim now on 

earth, is necessary for salvation: the one Christ is the mediator and the way of salvation; he is 

present to us in his body which is the Church.‟”
36

  But equally clear is the principle of the 

universal salvific will of God, through which all particularity, even that of the necessity of the 

RCC, must be filtered.  “Indeed,” says the text, “God „desires all men to be saved and come to 

the knowledge of the truth‟ (1 Tim 2:4); that is, God wills the salvation of everyone through the 

knowledge of the truth. . . . Those who obey the promptings of Spirit of truth are already on the 

way of salvation.”
37

  And this progress towards salvation is not merely anticipatory.  For, 

“salvation in Christ is accessible by virtue of a grace which, while having a mysterious 

relationship to the Church, does not make them formally part of the Church, but enlightens them 

in a way which is accommodated to their spiritual and material situation.”
38

  So, how does this 

grace of salvation come to these non-Christians?  God bestows it “in ways known to himself.”   

Nevertheless, to turn the coin over once more, DI clarifies that while other religions may  
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be used by God to prepare people for the truth of the gospel and even be a way of connecting 

them through implicit faith to the saving power of the Church, they can also be an obstacle to 

salvation as far as they are in error.  Thus, the Church must never leave believers of other 

religions ignorant of the truth of the gospel and of the Church as the mediator of salvation.  

Accordingly the document confesses, “If it is true that the followers of other religions can 

receive divine grace, it is also certain that objectively speaking they are in a gravely deficient 

situation in comparison with those who, in the Church, have the fullness of the means of 

salvation.”
39

 

Evaluation: 

 So, where do these documents leave us?  How are we to understand the position of the 

RCC on the relationship of the Church to other religions, including non-Roman Catholic 

Christians?  And, from the perspective of evangelical Protestant theology, how do we evaluate 

this position?  To be sure, understanding Roman Catholic theology on such an important and 

longstanding issue is difficult.  Like all other Christian theological traditions, the RCC has 

attempted to express an unchanging gospel in a world of changing paradigms from medieval, to 

modern, to postmodern.  Unlike the Protestant tradition, the RCC labors under the principle that, 

at least at some level, its own officially stated theology may never be changed or refuted as the 

result of further study or a changed view of the world.  Nevertheless, Roman Catholic theology 

does change.  The result is that Catholic theology tends to be a highly nuanced journey, coming 

to grips with change while contending that it has never really changed. 

Positives: 

1) The uniqueness and fullness of Godôs salvific revelation and work in Jesus Christ: It 

appears that, as a result of the openness of Vatican II and, even more so, of RM, many 
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missionaries and theologians assumed more than they should have about the salvific value of 

other religions.  DI‟s condemnation of soteriological pluralism is expressed by a restatement of 

the uniqueness of Christ as the one mediator of salvation and of the completeness of God‟s 

salvific revelation in Christ.  Any teaching which suggests that the revelation of God in Christ is 

incomplete or can be merely complimentary to that found in another religion is condemned.  

Jesus is not “. . . one of the many faces which the Logos has assumed in the course of time to 

communicate with humanity in a salvific way.”
40

  He is the exclusive salvific revelation of God.  

Catholic theologian Killian McDonnell sums up the uniqueness of Christ in DI this way: “. . . 

Since there is only One Mediator between God and humanity, anyone who is saved is saved 

through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. . . . The bottom line: no bypassing the death 

and resurrection of the unique, universal, absolute Mediator.  No relativism.”
41

 

 Beyond the obvious importance of affirming the uniqueness of Christ and rejecting 

religious pluralism, this aspect of DI also provides a strong, positive reminder of the fact that 

authentic inter-religious dialogue, from a Christian perspective, must rest on the fundamental 

Christian doctrines, especially the centrality of Jesus Christ.  Catholic theologian John Ford 

comments: “. . . Dominus Iesus may be seen as a challenge to bring ecumenical discussions to a 

deeper and more spiritual level, rather than to rest content with finding the least common 

denominator for agreement among Christians.”
42

  On the issue of dialogue with Evangelicals, DI 

is both helpful and discouraging.  The single most fruitful arena of Evangelical/Catholic dialogue 

is Christology.  Our common commitment to the centrality of the person and work of Christ is 

the most solid foundation we have for spiritual unity.  Conversely, the strong reaffirmation of the  
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singularity of ecclesial fullness as found only in the RCC continues to frustrate the dialogue.  We 

must continue to argue that the institutional model of unity and apostolicity is a defective 

ecclesiology which fractures rather than unifies the Church of Jesus Christ. 

2) The Connection of salvation and grace to the community of God, the Church: In spite of 

the fact that Roman Catholic ecclesiology disconnects it from the rest of the Church, there is 

value in the clear and consistent connection made by Catholic theology between salvation and 

the Church.  Christ does work through the Church and manifest his presence in the Church in a 

way he does nowhere else.  American Evangelicals have a heritage of individuality that tends to 

diminish the necessity of the community of God‟s people for the full experience of the grace of 

God.  DI reiterates strongly the necessity of community for believers to experience God‟s 

ongoing self-revelation in Christ. 

3) An increasingly positive evaluation of Protestants: Despite the somewhat condescending 

contention that Protestant “ecclesial communities” derive our efficacy from our “anonymous” 

connection to the Roman Church, where the fullness of grace and truth reside, we can appreciate 

no longer being considered separated brethren, the Vatican II label, but as other Christians.  Our 

baptism incorporates us truly into Christ, resulting in a real, if incomplete, communion with the 

Church.  Moreover, Christ uses Protestant communities as a means of salvation.  Surely these 

concessions are a far cry from even mid 20
th

 century condemnations of Protestants as members 

of a false Christianity, and reveal more openness even than Vatican II. 

4) The challenge to revisit biblical paradigms:  On the issue of salvation, both particularists 

and those who lean toward universalism must struggle with the tension of paradoxical biblical 

statements, some that speak of an elect community of the saved, and others that reflect God‟s 

desire for all to be saved.  The recurring emphasis of recent RCC theology is that God‟s 
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universal will for salvation must take precedence over particularist indications.  Moreover, both 

Karl Barth and Roman Catholics have concluded the necessity of viewing particularity through 

the lens of universal election/love, all the while refusing to accept a universalist label.  And while 

evangelicals may reject the Catholic priority of universal over particular on biblical grounds, we 

are also wise to revisit consistently our theological paradigms and the presuppositions that 

support them.   

Problems: 

1) The Holy Spirit: Because of its overemphasis on natural revelation, John Paul‟s theology of 

the Holy Spirit at work in the heart of every person and in the prayers of every religion creates 

significant problems.  If, as Jesus himself says, it is the job of the Holy Spirit in revelation 

always to point to Christ, can the prayers of a person or religion that embraces another god and 

rejects Christ truly originate with the Holy Spirit?  One common point of reference for Catholic 

theologians is the case of Cornelius in Acts 10.  It is contended that there the Holy Spirit was 

working in his life as a pagan and that God was even pleased with his life and prayers.  But often 

overlooked is the fact that when Cornelius was presented with the gospel, he immediately 

responded with faith in Jesus Christ.  At least in this case, it would seem that the proof that the 

Holy Spirit is working in the religion and prayers of a non-Christian is ex post facto.  If he 

responds to the gospel in faith, then perhaps the Holy Spirit was using his non-Christian “faith” 

to prepare him for the gospel.  If not, how can one really know? 

 Further, while John Paul sees a striking universality to the ministry of the Holy Spirit, 

one wonders at what seems like the Spirit‟s striking lack of power to convert hearts to Christ.  

Interestingly, John Paul says that faith is a gift of grace whereby the Holy Spirit “moves the heart 

and converts it to God, who opens the eyes of the mind and gives „to everyone joy and ease in 
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assenting to and believing in the truth.‟”
43

  How, then, is this Holy Spirit unable to overcome 

psychological and cultural barriers which keep the believer of another religion from accepting 

Christ? 

2) The value of other religions: The documents surveyed share a positive evaluation of the 

revelatory value of non-Christian religions unprecedented in the history of Christianity.  Beyond 

that, the extent to which Catholic theology allows other religions to serve as a means of salvation 

is stunning.  The idea that persons of faith and good will in other religions actually have an 

implicit faith in Christ without knowing it is striking enough.  But most recent Catholic theology 

takes this trajectory even farther.  I wonder if a person sincerely believes in Allah, responding to 

the grace of God found in Islam and to the promptings of the Holy Spirit, and when confronted 

with the gospel, rejects Christ and condemns Christian faith as a damnable perversion of the truth 

about God, can this person be on the road to redemption?  In a discussion with a Catholic 

theologian, I suggested the following reply: Perhaps the issue is essentially a psychological 

one—that this person has all the information needed, but because of his cultural and religious 

background is not able to believe the truth and is therefore not held responsible for his denial of 

the faith, being judged instead for his faith in what he can believe.  His response was that, yes, 

that is exactly how he would understand it.
44

  One looks in vain for any consciousness of a 

satanic origin of the “other gospels” (2 Cor 11) found in religions that reject Christ.  In fact, one 

looks in vain for any truly negative evaluation of other religions.  While it is admitted that they 

can be obstacles to salvation, it is clear that they are understood as being on a continuum of truth 

and salvation, and not as false human conceptions of God.  Yet, when one looks at the Bible‟s 

own evaluation of other religions, it is overwhelmingly negative.  Avery Dulles has recognized 
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this, conceding that the Old Testament, especially, regards other religions as negative, bordering 

on caricature.
45

  But more recent commentary by Jacque Dupuis, professor of theology at 

Gregorian University in Rome, echoes much more closely John Paul‟s admiration of other 

religions.  Citing Old Testament pagan figures like Meschizedek and Job and the recurrent call of 

God to the nations, Dupuis contends that God is working salvifically outside his covenant nation.  

Moving to the New Testament, like John Paul, he cites Paul‟s use of Greek poets and his 

reference to the “unknown god” to show God‟s self-revelation outside of Christianity.
46

  What 

Dupuis overlooks is that, in both the O.T. and in Paul, the hope for salvation is never found in 

other religions.  Whether God has revealed himself there is not the point.  Salvation is found only 

when the nations turn to YHWH/Christ.    Moreover, John Paul must do more to explain how his 

contention that non-Christians should be warned to abandon false gods while yet calling their 

religions “participated forms of mediation” is not simply doubletalk.   Recent Catholic theology 

simply sees non-Christian religions in a much more favorable light than do the Scriptures.
47

 

 To take this critique further, the strikingly positive evaluation of non-Christian religions 

causes one to wonder, what is the danger of the “gravely deficient” situation in which these 

religions find themselves?  RM and DI suggest that the main danger is not loss of salvation, but 

the inability to enjoy the blessings of salvation to the fullest in this life.  So, while the RCC 

denies being universalist, it is so nearly so, that it is no wonder theologians and missionaries in 
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non-Christian countries are abandoning the preaching of the gospel in favor of addressing issues 

of peace and social justice. 

3) The problem of incipient faith: From the perspective of these recent documents, the person 

who comes to know the truth of the gospel is not the one who hears and understands it only, but 

the one who recognizes it to be true.  Only this person is required to embrace the gospel for 

salvation.  His faith is then explicit.  But for the one who hears the gospel, all the while choosing 

to reject it and believe the message of another religion, his faith is not false, but simply implicit 

faith in Christ.  It is faith without true understanding, but it is authentic faith nevertheless.  

Taking this idea of implicit faith to its logical extreme, Karl Rahner, undoubtedly the most 

influential figure on this issue both at Vatican II and in recent Catholic theology, contends that, 

by it, even atheists can be saved.  He writes,  “The person who accepts a moral demand from his 

conscience as absolutely valid for him and embraces it as such in a free act of affirmation—no 

matter how unreflected—asserts the absolute being of God, whether he knows or conceptualizes 

it or not, as the very reason why there can be such a thing as an absolute moral demand at all.”
48

  

The point is that an atheist‟s free decision to accept a moral demand of conscience as binding is 

an act of implicit faith in God. 

 The problems with this approach are obvious.  One is that it is an essentially untestable 

hypothesis in real life.  How can one find any objective evidence of actual faith in God in one 

whose fundamental presupposition is that there is no God?  Moreover, the whole idea of implicit 

faith and Rahner‟s “anonymous Christian” is profoundly condescending to the dignity of the 

human person.  It essentially tells the believing adherent of another religion that no matter how 

much he thinks he rejects God‟s self-revelation in Christ as false, down deep he actually believes 
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 it to be true.  Finally, one wonders how this approach can be harmonized with Paul‟s 

contentions in Romans 1, where he argues that all persons have an awareness through conscience 

and nature of the existence and nature of the one true God—one assumes this would include the 

atheist—and that to reject that God in favor of the creation results in condemnation.  

4) A weak view of sin: A final critique is that this theology presents a view of sin which is 

ultimately quite weak.  With all of the grace and salvation granted not only to sinners who have 

never heard of Christ, but even to atheists and members of other religions who know of Christ 

and consciously reject him, one wonders, perhaps crassly but honestly, does anyone go to hell in 

current Roman Catholic theology?  The catechism is clear that those who die in mortal sin are 

lost and condemned to hell.  But the bar for mortal sin is high indeed.  Mortal sin is rejection of 

the mercy of God and refusal to repent and be converted.  Moreover, it must be done with full 

knowledge and deliberate intent of the will.  Bottom line, the only person who is condemned is 

the person who knows, both by intellectual awareness and conscience, that Jesus Christ is the 

only way to God and rejects him anyway.  Thus, sin and its consequences are effectively 

nullified by ignorance and by a conscience too culturally conditioned to believe in Christ. 

 At the end of the day, even though these documents are not aimed at Evangelicals, should 

we consider them a step toward further communion with our Catholic brothers and sisters?  Yes, 

definitely, if not without some reservations.  Despite continued support of Catholic ecclesial 

exclusivity on the one hand and even further leanings towards universalism on the other, the 

reaffirmation of the centrality of Christ along with an expanding openness to the presence of the 

grace of Christ in other religious traditions increases our hope for unity, even in the midst of 

serious disagreement. 


