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The Constitutions of the Fourth Lateran Council

The doctrines and beliefs of the medieval church are 

outlined very clearly by the Roman Catholic Church in The 

Constitutions of the Fourth Lateran Council.  The Asheville 

Reader presents the first, twenty-first, sixty-second, sixty-

eighth, and part of the seventy-first constitutions.  But even 

this small sample provides sufficient representation of the 

Church's doctrine for one to make a critical analysis of their 

relation to the roots of religion as understood in modern times. 

Although the concept of religion was far from a newcomer during 

these times, one must recognize that the doctrines and beliefs 

outlined in this church document still play a major role in 

today's religious culture.  Even those that choose to recognize 

the many shortcomings that faith and religion have to offer and 

elect to label themselves as atheists are subjected to and 

victim of religion's seemingly unending influence on government 

and politics.

Richard Dawkins, author of The God Delusion, takes on the 

subject of the roots of religion from the most basic and simple 

to understand approach, that of Charles Darwin and evolution. 

But for those without a scientific background or even an 

affirmative understanding of evolution, Dawkins provides sound 



critical theory that centers on logic and simplicity. 

Appropriate analysis of The Constitutions of the Fourth Lateran 

Council from the perspective of Dawkins' “roots of religion” 

will, if anything, cause one to examine the intent behind such a 

document and think critically about not only their personal 

beliefs, but the origins of those beliefs as it relates to human 

history.

The first constitution presented by the Council is arguably 

the “foundation” of the religion that is being sold or marketed 

to the public.  It places the idea and concept of God at such a 

level that not only makes it difficult to argue with words, but 

intimidating and overwhelming as well.  The first sentence 

reads, “We firmly believe and simply confess that there is only 

one true God, eternal and immeasurable, almighty, unchangeable, 

incomprehensible and ineffable, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

three persons but one absolutely simple essence, substance or 

nature (73)”.  Adjectives like “immeasurable”, 

“incomprehensible”, and “ineffable” effectively elevate the 

status of God to beyond one's own understanding.  Any individual 

effort to put forth reason or logic in interpreting Catholic 

doctrine is immediately thwarted by this aggrandizing language. 

According to this statement, logic and reason are insufficient 

in developing an understanding of God since to do so would be 

impossible.



One must consider the time period in which this document 

was published.  Sustenance, rather than education, was first and 

foremost for the majority of commoners and therefore any 

abilities to reason or use logic were, if anything, in their 

most natural state, unaffected by academia or “mental exercise”. 

The next logical step in the analysis is to ask for what reasons 

the Catholic Church would set forth such “explicitly vague” 

constitutions.  There are two reasons that most everyone would 

consider possible: either there really is a God and what is in 

the Church doctrine is absolute truth or, the ultimate intent is 

to seize far-reaching power through control, politics, and 

profit.  It's easy to conclude what reason an atheist would 

support.

One does not need to look very far to measure the success 

of such efforts by the Church.  Although the Roman Catholic 

Church may not be as powerful as it once was, it's influence on 

Christianity is prevalent throughout the world, not to mention 

in almost every American neighborhood from east to west.  The 

same sentence with the same adjectives still comes up again and 

again in today's discussions of religion.  An astute atheist can 

refute most of what religion has to offer up as truth and fact 

by demonstrating just the opposite, but how is it to contend 

with “incomprehensible”?  In other words, the assertion that was 

put forward by the Fourth Lateran Council during the High Middle 



Ages is still as influential today as it was almost eight 

hundred years ago.  In summary, it's masterful.  If one were to 

devise a way to control the behavior of vast populations of 

humans and ultimately “the entire world”, religion and 

indoctrination like that which can be found in The Constitutions 

is the perfect solution.

Unfortunately for the Church, one can successfully argue 

that the ultimate result will be abysmal failure of the most 

grandiose idea in human history.  Inherent to the language of 

The Constitutions  is a self-righteous assertion that what is 

presented is absolute and cannot be questioned.  This obviously 

polarizes those people or cultures that already have an 

established system of beliefs that contradict the Catholic 

Church.  In fact, the first constitution goes so far to say that 

“[t]here is indeed one universal church of the faithful, outside 

of which nobody at all is saved, in which Jesus Christ is both 

priest and sacrifice (74)”.  Religion cannot be the monarchy 

that it purportedly sets out to replace unless it has majority 

buy-in, and this certainly isn't possible in the midst of 

divisional policies and behavior.

Constitution sixty-eight sets out specific rules as it 

relates to Jews in not only interfaith marriage, but even public 

appearance.  If just the fourth Lateran Council of a two 

thousand year old religion is already alienating other religious 



groups, it is not surprising today to see such awful violence 

between Muslims, Christians, and Jews.  In fact, what is par for 

the course on news television today is merely the product of 

hundreds of years of political and subversive domination by an 

unrelenting religious “authority”.  Richard Dawkins refers to 

this violence as “the dark side of absolutism”.  He states, “it 

has to be admitted that absolutism is far from dead.  Indeed, it 

rules the minds of a great number of people in the world today, 

most dangerously so in the Muslim world and in the incipient 

American theocracy. (286)”  

So are the beliefs and doctrine set forth in The 

Constitutions of the Fourth Lateran Council at the root of 

religion as we know it today?  Perhaps it can't be blamed for 

specific events or even specific beliefs (although it would not 

be that hard of an argument to make), but it can be blamed for 

the continuation and nurture of a mindset or mentality that is 

blatantly intolerant of fellow human beings.  The Constitutions 

are the beginning of a violent era of religious evolution that 

can arguable only have one outcome, self destruction.

Constitution seventy-one and what we know now about the 

crusades only lend further credence to the fallacy of religion 

as an institution.  Again the first line, “It is our ardent 

desire to liberate the Holy Land from infidel hands (76)” is 

something that a modern scholar or world-citizen would not be 



surprised to hear today.  Labels such as infidel are used by 

terrorists to justify their crimes against humanity.  It is 

common today to hear the counter argument that the perpetrators 

of such crimes (modern terrorism or the crusades of the Middle 

Ages) are “religious extremists” or “religious fanatics” that do 

not represent the majority.  While this is true to some extent, 

it does not address the root of the extremism, or the root of 

fanaticism.  It is only responsible to ask what environment, 

what culture, what set of ideals could foster such destructive 

behavior.  To answer such questions one again has to turn to the 

roots of religion in order to make any inroads on understanding 

the incomprehensible behavior exhibited by those who believe in 

the incomprehensible.

Richard Dawkins offers up an intriguing theory that 

attempts to explain such behavior.  Doctrine such as that found 

in The Constitutions does a lot more than just elevate the 

status of God and prescribe rules and regulations.  The doctrine 

also promises something that would be appealing to anyone, 

eternal life in some sort of heavenly paradise (the alternative 

to paradise no doubt contributes to the motivation to abide by 

Church doctrine as well).  Consider another sentence from the 

first constitution: “All of them will rise with their own 

bodies, which they now wear, so as to receive according to their 

deserts, whether these be good or bad; for the latter perpetual 



punishment with the devil, for the formal eternal glory with 

Christ. (73)”  This is not too difficult to understand.  If one 

does what the Church dictates (the Church being the earthly 

representative of God) then they are properly rewarded.  If not, 

they are equally punished.

When addressing the question, “What's wrong with 

religion?”, Dawkins discusses the London train bombings that 

shocked the British nation.  The following is an excerpt of his 

explanation for the bombers “incomprehensible” behavior.

Unlike their Palestinian counterparts, or 

their kamikaze counterparts in Japan, or 

their Tamil Tiger counterparts in Sri Lanka, 

these human bombs had no expectation that 

their bereaved families would be lionized, 

looked after or supported on martyrs' 

pensions...Only religious faith is strong 

enough force to motivate such utter madness 

in otherwise sane and decent people. (303)

Religious faith and the promise of life after death (a glorious 

one at that for a martyr) is the only explanation for their 

behavior.  In fact, it is even the explanation that they 

themselves would offer.  They are doing it for their God, for 

their faith.  This is no different than the Crusades and “the 

Christian army [that was] in good order to set out with divine 



and apostolic blessing (76)”.  While not everyone is willing to 

offer themselves up as a martyr for their religion, it is 

indisputable that religion itself fosters such behavior if one 

is so inclined.  It is also indisputable that The Constitutions 

of the Fourth Lateran Council not only foster the same behavior, 

but explicitly sanction it just as some of today's religious 

leaders sanction equivalent egregious acts of violence resulting 

from secular intolerance.

The Constitutions of the Fourth Lateran Council can be 

categorized as helping to shape and form the roots of religion. 

The influence of the beliefs and doctrine outlined within only 

five of the constitutions is prevalent in today's modern world. 

Through the perspective of an atheist, Richard Dawkins, and his 

critical theories of the roots of religion and it's subsequent 

flaws one can achieve a greater understanding of the world of 

yesterday and the world of today.  Just consider this chilling 

quote from Cho Seung-Hui, perpetrator of the Virginia Tech 

massacre that occurred this past Monday, April 16th, 2007, “I 

didn't have to do this. I could have left. I could have fled. 

But no, I will no longer run. It's not for me, for my children, 

for my brothers and sisters that you fuck. I did it for them.” 

How does one explain such irrational and incomprehensible 

behavior?  Sure most are going to point out his mental and 

emotional instability, but one has to wonder what “blind faith” 



is convincing enough for someone to kill their self and 32 

others.  The Constitutions don't account for his or other's 

behavior, but they are representative of a mindset and a 

doctrine that may not explicitly promote such behavior, but 

foster it nonetheless.  
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