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The Council of Trent
(1545-1563)

During the spontaneous spread of the Protestant movement throughout Europe and
Britain, the most notable theological contribution of the Roman Catholic Church was
achieved in a general council. Luther had himself urged such a council as a means for
eradicating abuses in the church, and many Roman officials were aware that reform at
certain points was overdue. But so vigorous was the dispute between Catholics and
Protestants and so basic the division that an official pronouncement against the
Reformation seemed the first necessary step for Rome to take.

The council was called in 1545 to meet in the Tyrol between Italy and Austria in the
city of Trent. It met intermittently until 1563 and was presided over by Popes Paul 111,
Julius 111, and Pius I'V. Between fifty and a hundred prelates were in attendance; public
meetings and discussions were scheduled; most of the decisions and drafts of
statements were made by committees. The document of the proceedings was called the
Decrees and Canons of the Council of Trent. The "Decrees” were doctrinal assertions, and
the “Canons” were the anathemas against the heretics, usually the Protestants.

The Council of Trent was the Catholic Church’s Counter-Reformation. In restating
the faith of the Roman Church and excluding the new heretical views, Catholicism gave
new life to the medieval papal authority and discipline. Henceforth, the teaching
function of the church rather than the opinions of any particular theologian or school
of thought would be supreme. In addition to the doctrinal sections, many practical
proposals for reform within the church were approved. The importance of the council
was everywhere recognized, and the spirit of its Decrees and Canons shaped the
doctrinal disposition of the Catholic Church until modern times.

In the passages here quoted, special accents betraying the current Protestant debate
are unmistakable.

THE CHURCH’S TEACHING AND TRADITION*

Decree Concerning the Canonical Scrip-
tures:

The holy, ecumenical and general
Council of Trent, lawfully assembled in
the Holy Ghost . . . keeps this constantly
in view, namely, that the purity of the
Gospel may be preserved in the Church
after the errors have been removed.

This [Gospel], of old promised through
the Prophets in the Holy Scriptures, our
Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
promulgated first with His own mouth,
and then commanded it to be preached
by His Apostles to every creature as the
source at once of all saving truth and
rules of conduct. It also clearly perceives

*Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, trans. H. ]. Schoeder (8t. Louis: Herder, 1941), pp. 17-19, 33-35, 42-44, 73-75,

79-80.
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that these truths and rules are contained
in the written books and in the unwritten
traditions, which, received by the Apos-
tles from the mouth of Christ Himself,
or from the Apostles themselves, the
Holy Ghost dictating, have come down
to us, transmitted as it were from hand to
hand. Following, then, the examples of
the orthodox Fathers, it receives and
venerates with a feeling of piety and
reverence all the books both of the Old
and New Testaments, since one God 1s
the author of both; alse the traditions,
whether they relate to faith or to morals,
as having been dictated either orally by
Christ or by the Holy Ghost, and
preserved in the Catholic Church in
unbroken succession. [Here follows the
list of the books of the Bible including
the Apocrypha.] . . . If anyone does not
accept as sacred and canonical the
aforesaid books in their entirety and
with all their parts, as they have been
accustomed to be read in the Catholic
Church and as they are contained in the
old Latin Vulgate Edition, and know-
ingly and deliberately rejects the afore-
said traditions, let him be anathema. Let
all understand, therefore, in what order
and manner the council, after having
laid the foundation of the confession of
faith, will proceed, and who are the chief
witnesses and supports to whom it will
appeal in conforming dogmas and in
restoring morals in the Church.
Moreover, the same holy council con-
sidering that not a little advantage will
accrue to the Church of God if it be made
known which of all the Latin editions of
the sacred books now in circulation is to
be regarded as authentic, ordains and
declares that the old Latin Vulgate
Edition, which, in use for so many
hundred years, has been approved by
the Church, be in public lectures, dispu-
tations, sermons and expositions held as

authentic, and that no one dare or
presume under any pretext whatsoever
to reject it.

Furthermore, to check unbridled spir-
its, it decrees that no one relying on his
own judgment shall, in matters of faith
and morals pertaining to the edification
of Christian doctrine, distorting the
Holy Scriptures in accordance with his
own conceptions, presume to interpret
them contrary to that sense which holy
mother Church, to whom it belongs to
judge of their true sense and interpreta-
tion, has held and holds, or even
contrary to the unanimous teaching of
the Fathers, even though such interpre-
tations should never at any time be
published. Those who act contrary to
this shall be made known by the ordin-
aries and punished in accordance with
the penalties prescribed by the law. . . .

Justification and Works:

Justification . . . is not only a remis-
sion of sins but also the sanctification and
renewal of the inward man through the
voluntary reception of the grace and
gifts whereby an unjust man becomes
just and from being an enemy becomes a
friend, that he may be “an heir according
to hope of life everlasting” (Titus 3:7).
The cause of this justification are: the
final cause is the glory of God and of
Christ and life everlasting; the efficient
cause is the merciful God who “washes
and sanctifies” (see I Cor. 6:11) gratui-
tously, signing and anointing “with the
holy spirit of promise, who is the pledge
of our inheritance” (Eph. 1:13 {.); the
meritorious cause is His most beloved
only begotten, our Lord Jesus Christ,
who, “when we were enemies” (Rom.
5:10), “for the exceeding charity where-
with he loved us” (Eph. 2:4), merited for
us justification by His most holy passion
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on the wood of the cross and made
satisfaction for us to God the Father; the
instrumental cause is the sacrament of
baptism, which is the sacrament of faith,
without which no man was ever justified;
finally, the single formal cause is the
justice of God, not that by which he
Himself is just, but that by which He
makes us just, that, namely, with which
we being endowed by Him, are “re-
newed in the spirit of our mind” (Eph.
4:23), and not only are we reputed but
we are truly called and are just, receiving
Jjustice within us, each one according to
his own measure, which the Holy Ghost
distributes to everyone as He wills, and
according to each one’s disposition and
cooperation. For though no one can be
just except he to whom the merits of the
passion of our Lord Jesus Christ are
communicated, yet this takes place in
that justification of the sinner, when by
the merit of the most holy passion “the
charity of God is poured forth by the
Holy Ghost in the hearts” (Rom. 5:5) of
those who are justified and inheres in
them; whence man through Jesus
Christ, in whom he is ingrafted, receives
in that justification, together with the
remission of sins, all these infused at the
same time, namely, faith, hope and
charity. . ..

But though it is necessary to believe
that sins neither are remitted nor ever
have been remitted except graruitously
by divine mercy for Christ's sake, yet it
must not be said that sins are forgiven or
have been forgiven to anyone who boasts
of his confidence and certainty of the
remission of his sins, resting on that
alone, though among heretics and schis-
matics this vain and ungodly confidence
may be and in our troubled times indeed
is found and preached with untiring
fury against the Catholic Church. More-
over, it must not be maintained, that they

who are truly justified must needs,
without any doubt whatever, convince
themselves that they are justified, and
that no one is absolved from sins and
Jjustified except he that believes with
certainty that he is absolved and justi-
fied, and that absolution and justifica-
tion are effected by this faith alone, as if
he who does not believe this, doubts the
promises of God and the efficacy of the
death and resurrection of Christ. For as
no pious person ought to doubt the
mercy of God, the merit of Christ and
the virtue and efficacy of the sacraments,
so each one, when he considers himself
and his own weakness and indisposition,
may have fear and apprehension con-
cerning his own grace, since no one can
know with the certainty of faith, which
cannot be subject to error, that he has
obtained the grace of God. . . .

Canon 1. If anyone says that man can
be justified before God by his own works,
whether done by his own natural powers
or through the teaching of the law,
without divine grace through Jesus
Christ, let him be anathema.

Canon 2. If anyone says that divine
grace through Christ Jesus is given for
this only, that man may be able more
easily to live justly and to merit eternal
life, as if by free will without grace he is
able to do both, though with hardship
and difficulty, let him be anathema.

Canon 3. If anyone says that without
the predisposing inspiration of the Holy
Ghost and without His help, man can
believe, hope, love, or be repentant as he
ought, so that the grace of justification
may be bestowed upon him, let him be
anathema.

Canon 4. If anyone says that man’s
free will moved and aroused by God, by
assenting to God’s call and action, in no
way cooperates toward disposing and
preparing itself to obtain the grace of
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justification, that it cannot refuse its
assent if it wishes, but that, as something
inanimate, it does nothing whatever and
is merely passive, let him be anathema.

Canon 5. If anyone says that after the
sin of Adam man’s free will was lost and
destroyed, or that it is a thing only in
name, indeed a name without a reality, a
fiction introduced into the Church by
Satan, let him be anathema. . . .

Canon 9. If anyone says that the sinner
is justified by faith alone, meaning that
nothing else is required to cooperate in
order to obtain the grace of justification,
and that it 1s not in any way necessary
that he be prepared and disposed by the
action of his own will, let him be
anathema. . ..

Canon 19. If anyone says that nothing
besides faith is commanded in the
Gospel, that other things are indifferent,
neither commanded nor forbidden, but
free; or that the ten commandments in
no way pertain to Christians, let him be
anathema. . . .

The Eucharist and Transubstantiation:

First of all, the holy council teaches
and openly and plainly professes that
after the consecration of bread and wine,
our Lord Jesus Christ, true God and true
man, is truly, really and substantially
contained in the august sacrament of the
Holy Eucharist under the appearance of
those sensible things. For there is no
repugnance in this that our Savior sits
always at the right hand of the Father in
heaven according to the natural mode of
existing, and yet is in many other places
sacramentally present to us in His own
substance by a manner of existence
which, though we can scarcely express in
words, yet with our understanding illu-
mined by faith, we can conceive and
ought most firmly to believe is possible to

God. For thus all our forefathers, as
many as were in the true Church of
Christ and who treated of this most holy
sacrament, have most openly professed
that our Redeemer instituted this won-
derful sacrament at the last supper,
when, after blessing the bread and wine,
He testified in clear and definite words
that He gives them His own body and
His own blood. Since these words,
recorded by the holy Evangelists and
afterwards repeated by St. Paul, embody
that proper and clearest meaning in
which they were understocod by the
Fathers, it is a most contemptible action
on the part of some contentious and
wicked men to twist them into fictitious
and imaginary tropes by which the truth
of the flesh and blood of Christ is denied,
contrary to the universal sense of the
Church, which, as “the pillar and ground
of truth” (see I Tim. 3:15), recognizing
with a mind ever grateful and unforget-
ting this most excellent favor of Christ,
has detested as satanical these untruths
devised by impious men. . ..

But since Christ our Redeemer de-
clared that to be truly His own body
which He offered under the form of
bread, it has, therefore, always been a
firm belief in the Church of God, and
this holy council now declares it anew,
that by the consecration of the bread and
wine a change is brought about of the
whole substance of the bread into the
substance of the body of Christ our
Lord, and of the whole substance of the
wine into the substance of His blood.
This change the holy Catholic Church
properly and appropriately calls tran-
substantiation. . . .

Canon 1. If anyone denies that in the
sacrament of the most Holy Eucharist
are contained truly, really and substan-
tially the body and blood together with
the soul and divinity of our Lord Jesus
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Christ, and consequently the whole
Christ, but says that Heisinitonlyasina
sign, or figure or force, let him be
anathema.

Canon 2. If anyone says that in the
sacred and holy sacrament of the Eucha-
rist the substance of the bread and wine
remains conjointly with the body and
blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, and
denies that wonderful and singular
change of the whole substance of the

bread into the body and the whole
substance of the wine into the blood, the
appearances only of bread and wine
remaining, which change the Catholic
Church most aptly calls transubstantia-
tion, let him be anathema. . . .

Canon 8. If anyone says that Christ
received in the Eucharist is received
spiritually only and not also sacrament-
ally and really, let him be anathema.



