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This summary provides an overview of the main lines of the development of doctrine concerning salvation outside the Church. It does not include all Church pronouncements in this area. Aside from the first three, the pronouncements are in roughly chronological order.


Faith is necessary for salvation.

Vatican I (AD 1870, dogmatic constitution Dei Filius): “without faith no one has ever attained justification [i.e., a right relationship with God, which saves] . . .”

Baptism is necessary for salvation.

Council of Trent (1547, canons De baptismo 5): it is false “that baptism is optional, that is, not necessary for salvation . . .”

Church membership is necessary for salvation.

Boniface VIII (1302, bull Unam sanctam): “outside [the church] there is neither salvation nor remission of sins . . .”

Holy Office (1949, letter Suprema haec sacra): “the Church has always preached . . . that infallible article by which we are taught ‘outside the Church there is no salvation.’ . . . But this dogma is to be understood as the Church itself understands it.”

God wills the salvation of everyone.

Council of Orange II (529): “We . . . do not believe that some have been truly predestined to evil by divine power . . .”

Council of Quiercy II (853): “Almighty God wills the salvation of all without exception . . .” (This is a reference to 1 Tim 2:4, God “desires everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.”)

Council of Quiercy II (853): “there is, has been and will be no man for whom [Christ] did not suffer . . .”

Those outside the Church are damned (but see the clarifications by Vatican II, below).

Council of Florence (1442, Decree for the Jacobites): “none of those who exist outside of the Catholic Church—neither pagans nor Jews nor heretics nor schismatics—can become sharers of eternal life . . .” (Similar statements were made by Innocent III [1208, creed for the Waldensians], Lateran Council IV [1215, decree Firmiter], and Boniface VIII [1302, bull Unam sanctam].)

According to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (1973, declaration Mysterium Ecclesiae § 5), revelation (in this case, the necessity of the church for salvation) must be distinguished “from the historical condition that affects the expression of revelation”—in this case, medieval Christians’ limited geography and naïve psychology, which made them assume that every non-Catholic was culpable (guilty, responsible) for unbelief. See Pius IX below.

Desire for baptism substitutes for actual baptism.

Trent (1547, decree De justificatione § 4): “After the promulgation of the Gospel, [justification] cannot take place without the bath of regeneration or the desire of it . . .”

Unevangelized adults who have invincible (through no fault of their own) ignorance can be saved.

Pius V (1567, bull Ex omnibus afflictionibus § 68): it is false that “The purely negative infidelity of those to whom Christ has not been preached is a sin.”

Pius IX (1863, encyclical Quanto conficiamur moerore): those “in invincible ignorance concerning our most holy religion and who [observe] the natural law . . . can, through the working of the divine light and grace, attain eternal life.” (This is a reference to the “natural law”: see Rom 2:14-16, “When Gentiles . . . do instinctively what the law requires, . . . 15 [they] show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness; and their conflicting thoughts will accuse or perhaps excuse them 16 on [judgment] day . . .”)

Desire for Church membership, even if implicit, substitutes for actual membership.

Pius XII (1943, encyclical Mystici corporis § 21): “by a certain unconscious desire and wish, [non-Catholics] may be related to the Mystical Body . . .”

Holy Office (1949, letter Suprema haec sacra): “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 . . .”

The church of Christ extends beyond the Catholic Church into other Christian bodies.

Vatican II (1964, dogmatic constitution Lumen gentium § 8, emphasis added): “the one Church of Christ . . . subsists in the Catholic Church . . .”

Vatican II (1964, decree Unitatis redintegratio § 3): “all who have been justified by faith in baptism are members of Christ’s body . . .” (The Catholic Church recognizes the validity of non-Catholics’ baptisms.)

The church of Christ is really present and active in non-Catholic churches.

Vatican II (1964, Unitatis redintegratio § 3): “men who believe in Christ and have been truly baptized are in communion with the Catholic Church even though this communion is imperfect.”

Vatican II (1964, Unitatis redintegratio § 3): “separated churches and communities . . . have been by no means deprived of significance and importance in the mystery of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as means of salvation which derive their efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the Church.”

The Holy Spirit is at work in non-Christian religions.

Vatican II (1964, Lumen gentium § 8): “many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside [the Catholic Church’s] visible structure.”

Vatican II (1965, declaration Nostra aetate § 2): “The Catholic Church rejects nothing which is true and holy in these religions.” (Those specifically mentioned in Nostra aetate are Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and primitive religions.)

John Paul II (1990, encyclical Redemptoris missio § 10): “The universality of salvation means that it is granted not only to those who explicitly believe in Christ and have entered the Church. Since salvation is offered to all, it must be made concretely available to all. . . . For [people brought up in other religions,] 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. This grace comes from Christ; it is the result of his Sacrifice and is communicated by the Holy Spirit. It enables each person to attain salvation through . . . free cooperation.”

Non-religious persons unaware of God can be saved.

Vatican II (1964, Lumen gentium § 16): “Nor does Divine Providence deny the helps necessary for salvation to those who, without blame on their part, have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge of God and with His grace strive to live a good life. Whatever good and truth is found among them . . . is given by Him who enlightens all men so that they may finally have life.”

