VATICAN II SIXTY YEARS ON:
MEMORIES, MEDITATIONS & IMPLICATIONS

Michael Whelan SM

The last of the four sessions of the Second Vatican Council began 14
September 1965 and concluded 8 December 1965.

Pope John XXIIl announces his plan

Less than ninety days after his election as the successor to Pope Pius
Xll, on 25 January 1959, Pope John XXIll announced his decision to
convoke a new Council.! His audience was a small group of cardinals
gathered in Rome. Two years later, Pope John was to recall that the
cardinals received the announcement with “impressive, devout
silence.”?

“Not only that: although all the cardinals, present and absent,
were invited to submit a confidential and sincere statement that
would let me know how each one feels and would give friendly
suggestions ... for carrying out the plan, few accepted the
invitation, and almost all who did did so in cold and formal
language.”3

! Cardinal Roncalli was elected Pope 28 October 1958 after a relatively short conclave. He
took the name John XXIII. Roncalli wrote in his diary 10 August 1961, that “at seventy-seven
years of age, everyone was convinced that | would be a provisional and transitional Pope”
(Giuseppe Alberigo and Joseph A Komonchak, editors, History of Vatican I, Volume |,
Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995, 9) There is good evidence that Pope John was anything but
naive! For example, in a speech in the early 1960s he observed: “The Church today is
witnessing a crisis underway in society. While humanity is at the turning-point of a new age,
tasks of immense seriousness and size await the Church, as before in the most tragic ages of
its history” (Op cit, Footnote 6).

2 History of Vatican Il, Volume I, op cit, 2.

3 |bid.



On the Feast of Pentecost, 17 May 1959, Pope John XXIll established
an “Antepreparatory Commission.” Leading up to this moment, the
pope had begun to speak of a “new Pentecost.”*

“The image of the new Pentecost was henceforth habitually
associated with the ecumenical Council, in which he asked the Holy
Spirit to ‘renew Thy wonders in this our day, as by a new

v

Pentecost’.

He asked that a prayer to the Holy Spirit be prayed throughout the
world. That prayer included the petition:

“Renew Thy wonders in this our day, as by a new Pentecost.”

Pope John XXIII formally convoked the Second Vatican Council on
Christmas Day 1961, with the Apostolic Constitution, Humanae
Salutis. In that document, he writes:

“While distrustful souls see nothing but darkness falling upon
the face of the earth, we prefer to restate our confidence in our
Savior, who has not left the world he redeemed. Indeed, making
our own Jesus' recommendation that we learn to discern "the
signs of the times" (Mt 16:4), it seems to us that we can make
out, in the midst of so much darkness, more than a few
indications that enable us to have hope for the fate of the
Church and of humanity.”

Pope John XXIII’s Opening Address at the Council

The Council began 11 October 1962. A feature of that day was the
Pope’s Opening Address. Historian, Giuseppe Alberigo writes:

“The pope had worked with great diligence to express in this
address the deep convictions that had urged him to convene the

4 Op cit, 42.



Council. He started preparing the speech no later than January 25,
1959, while more immediate preparations date from February 2,
1962, when the pope fixed the opening of Vatican Il for October
11 of that year. It is worth emphasizing that John XXIIl wrote this
text personally. (Emphasis added.) The manuscript pages were
carefully revised; they contain corrections, rearrangements, and
additions, all in the pope’s own handwriting. The same is true of
the typewritten copy, which contains more personal modifications
in Roncalli’s own hand, testifying to an exacting attention to the
revision and perfection of the text”.

Note the following sentiments, expressed by Pope John to his
secretary, Fr Loris Capovilla (1915-2016),° on 24 January 1958 — the
night before he announced to the small group of cardinals in the
basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls that he was about to convoke a
council:

“The world is starving for peace. If the Church responds to its
Founder and rediscovers its authentic identity, the world will gain.
| have never had any doubts against faith. But one thing causes me
consternation. Christ has been there on the cross with his arms
out-stretched for two thousand years. Where have we got to in
proclaiming the Good News? How can we present his authentic
doctrine to our contemporaries? (Emphasis added.) (Peter
Hebblethwaite, John XXIII: Pope of the Council, London: Fount
Paperbacks, 1984/1994, 319).

> Giuseppe Alberigo, A Brief History of Vatican Il, translated by Matthew Sherry, Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 2006, 21.

6 He was ordained a priest of the Archdiocese of Venice on 23 May 1940. He was invited by
Cardinal Roncalli to join him as his assistant in the conclave of 1958. On the night of the
election, Roncalli appointed him as his secretary. He was made a Domestic Prelate of His
Holiness on 12 December 1958. He was later appointed bishop and archbishop by Pope Paul
VI and cardinal in 2014 by Pope Francis. He died 26 May 2016.
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Five major themes emerged in the Address:’

1. The pope has confidence in what the Church brings to the
modern world.

“In the present order of things, Divine Providence is leading us to
a new order of human relations which, by our own efforts and
even beyond our very expectations, are directed toward the
fulfillment of God's superior and inscrutable designs. And
everything, even human differences, leads to the greater good of
the Church.”

“The Council now beginning rises in the Church like daybreak, a
forerunner of most splendid light. It is now only dawn.”

2. Returning to the sources.

“(W)e should like to look to the past and to listen to its voices,
whose echo we like to hear in the memories and the merits of the
more recent and ancient Pontiffs, our predecessors. These are
solemn and venerable voices, throughout the East and the West,
from the fourth century to the Middle Ages, and from there to
modern times, which have handed down their witness to those
Councils.”

3. Breaking free of old mindsets and working for appropriate
reform.

“In the daily exercise of our pastoral office, we sometimes have to
listen, much to our regret, to voices of persons who, though
burning with zeal, are not endowed with too much sense of
discretion or measure. In these modern times they can see nothing
but prevarication and ruin. They say that our era, in comparison

7 Emphasis has been added.



with past eras, is getting worse, and they behave as though they
had learned nothing from history, which is, none the less, the
teacher of life. They behave as though at the time of former
Councils everything was a full triumph for the Christian idea and
life and for proper religious liberty”.

“We feel we must disagree with those prophets of gloom, who are
always forecasting disaster, as though the end of the world were at
hand”.

“Illuminated by the light of this Council, the Church—we
confidently trust—will become greater in spiritual riches and,
gaining the strength of new energies therefrom, she will look to
the future without fear. In fact, by bringing herself up to date
where required, and by the wise organization of mutual
cooperation, the Church will make human beings, families, and
peoples really turn their minds to heavenly things.”

4. New ways of understanding and expressing the truths of our
faith.

“The Lord has said: ‘Seek first the Kingdom of God and his justice
(Matthew 6:3) ... We must not, however, neglect ... the other
words: ‘All these things will be given you besides’ (Ibid). ... In order,
however, that this doctrine may influence the numerous fields of
human activity, with reference to individuals, to families, and to
social life, it is necessary first of all that the Church should never
depart from the sacred patrimony of truth received from the
Fathers. But at the same time she must ever look to the present,
to the new conditions and new forms of life introduced into the
modern world which have opened new avenues to the Catholic
apostolate.”



“The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith is
one thing, and the way in which it is presented is another. And it
is the latter that must be taken into great consideration with
patience if necessary, everything being measured in the forms and
proportions of a magisterium which is predominantly pastoral in
character.”

5. Dealing with errors — a pastoral approach

“At the outset of the Second Vatican Council, it is evident, as
always, that the truth of the Lord will remain forever. We see, in
fact, as one age succeeds another, that the opinions of people
follow one another and exclude each other. And often errors
vanish as quickly as they arise, like fog before the sun.

“The Church has always opposed these errors. Frequently she has
condemned them with the greatest severity. Nowadays, however,
the Spouse of Christ prefers to make use of the medicine of
mercy rather than that of severity. She considers that she meets
the needs of the present day by demonstrating the validity of her
teaching rather than by condemnations. Not, certainly, that there
is a lack of fallacious teaching, opinions, and dangerous concepts
to be guarded against and dissipated. But these are so obviously in
contrast with the right norm of honesty, and have produced such
lethal fruits, that by now it would seem that people of themselves
are inclined to condemn them, particularly those ways of life which
despise God and His law or place excessive confidence in technical
progress and a well-being based exclusively on the comforts of life.
They are ever more deeply convinced of the paramount dignity of
the human person and of his/her perfections, as well as of the
duties which that implies. Even more important, experience has
taught us all that violence inflicted on others, the might of arms,



and political domination, are of no help at all in finding a happy
solution to the grave problems which afflict them.”

The Council as a working organization

There were four sessions of the Vatican Council:

1. First Session: 11 October — 8 December 1962

2. Second Session: 29 September — 4 December 1963
3. Third Session: 14 September — 21 November 1964
4. Fourth Session: 14 September — 8 December 1965

Between approximately 2500 bishops from around the world
attended each of those Sessions. The bishops were assisted by 479
officially appointed advisers (periti). There were also between 90 and
100 observers representing the Orthodox and Protestant
denominations. At the outset there was a special group of thirteen
“auditors” — all of them male. Pope Paul VI invited a small group of
women to attend the opening of the Third Session in 1964.
Australian Rosemary Goldie was the first woman to be appointed an
auditor at the Council. The significance of this belated —and very
cautious! —inclusion of women is indicated in the following:

“The exclusion of women extended even to the Eucharist until the
second day of the third session, September 16, when four women
for the first time received communion at a conciliar mass.
According to Henri Fesquet, a year earlier communion had been
denied to Mrs Montini, the Pope’s sister-in-law, and to Madame
Nhu, sister-in-law of Archbishop Ngo Dinh Thuc. In an incident that
attracted much interest in the press, Eva Fleischner, a
correspondent, was physically restrained from receiving
communion with her male colleagues. An apology to her was later
issued, but when journalists were next invited to attend a council



mass, women were expressly excluded. Cardinal Suenens claimed
that he had personally to intervene with Paul VI to allow women to
receive communion from his hand.”®

Together with all those indicated above, many of the Church’s
leading thinkers spent a huge amount of time preparing and
researching the material that was discussed on the floor of the
Council and later found its way into the sixteen documents of the
Council.

The first hours of Vatican Il

The event of the Council was filled with many sub-events of
significance. On 12 and 13 of October Pope John “received in
successive audiences, the eighty-four extraordinary missions, the
journalists and the non-Catholic observers.”® This was the first
collective meeting of non-Catholic representatives with the Pope. His
words to them were not only indicative of the kind of man Pope John
was. They were a harbinger for Cathiolics of a profoundly changed
understanding of what it means to be Church. Pope John said:

“Were you to read my heart, you would find there something
more than finds expression in my words. How can | forget the ten
years | spent in Sofia? And the ten years in Istanbul and Athens?
They were twenty happy, very useful years during which | cam to
know many venerable personages and young people full of
generosity. | considered them my friends. ... Later, in Paris, which is
one of the crossroads of the world ... | had many contacts with
Christians belonging to various denominations. Never, to my
recollection, was there among us any muddling of principles, and
disagreement at the level of charity on the joint work which

8 History of Vatican Il, Volume IV, 20-21.
% History of Vatican Il, Volume Il, 22.



circumstances required of us in aid of the suffering. We did not
negotiate, we talked; we did not debate but loved one another.”*°

On Saturday 13 October 1962, the bishops gathered. Their first order
of business was to set up ten conciliar commissions that would guide
the ensuing discussions:

“Two days after Pope John’s opening speech, the council
participants settled in to begin this work. The bishops had before
them several draft documents intended for discussion by the
assembly. These documents were a few of the more than seventy
working papers drafted by various preparatory commissions in
the months leading up to the council. Because these preparatory
commissions were dominated by members of the Vatican
bureaucracy (called the ‘curia’), the drafts underlined the status
quo. Their style was like that of the seminary textbooks used in
Rome—philosophical, abstract, heavily reliant on past papal
pronouncements and defensive toward other views. They
reflected little of the biblical, liturgical and theological revivals
going on in Europe at the time. Even before the Council began, a
few leading bishops and cardinals from outside the curia
complained that these draft documents completely failed to
engage the modern world or to reach out to other Christians. They
felt a new direction was needed.

“At that first working session, the assembly was supposed to vote
on who would fill positions on the various council committees. A
list of those who had served on the preparatory commissions was
distributed, with the clear expectation that these Vatican insiders
would simply be re-elected to lead the council commissions as
well. Such a move would have seriously compromised the Council’s

10 Hjstory of Vatican I, Volume I, 23.



ability to move in new directions. The Vatican insiders wanted to
see the prepared drafts approved and the Council concluded as
quickly as possible, with little or no change to the status quo.

“Aware of this danger, Cardinal Achille Liénart of Lille, France, rose
to motion that the election be postponed. He wanted bishops to
have the chance to gather in regional groupings in order to draw
up their own list of candidates. Cardinal Josef Frings of Cologne
seconded the motion. The proposal met with such applause from
the assembly that the moderators didn’t know what to do. There
was nothing else on the agenda. And so, the first meeting of the
Second Vatican Council was adjourned after only fifteen minutes!
This dramatic move, coming on the heels of the pope’s speech,
helped launch Vatican Il on its journey of renewal. With broader
representation on the Council commissions, almost all of the
prepared drafts were either outright rejected, completely
rewritten or substantially revised. In the end, sixteen documents
were produced that reflected a new vision for the church in the
modern world.”*!

A frame of reference emerged

The Catholic Church was becoming more alert to the fact that the
Incarnation necessarily means that to be disciples of Jesus we must
be constantly in conversation with the historical realty in which we
find ourselves. The Jesuit historian, John O’Malley, writes:

“This keener sense of history was operative in at least three
important ways at the council, which can be captured by three
words current at the time—aggiornamento (ltalian for updating
or modernizing), development (an unfolding, in context

11 Edward P Hahnenberg, A Concise Guide to the Documents of Vatican Il, St. Anthony
Messenger Press. Kindle Edition. Location 213-214. Emphasis added.
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sometimes the equivalent of progress or evolution), and
ressourcement (French for return to the sources). One basic,
crucial assumption underlay all three as they were understood in
the council: the Catholic tradition is richer, broader, and more
malleable than the way in which it had often, especially since the
nineteenth century, been interpreted. The bishops who had
appropriated that assumption not as an abstract truth but as a
license to re-examine the status quo emerged at Vatican Il as
leaders of the majority. They reacted against interpretations of
Catholicism that in their view reduced it to simplistic and
ahistorical formulas!2.”

This historically-grounded frame of reference led naturally to the
adoption of a key insight of the Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber.
Again, O’Malley writes:

“For the abstractions of great philosophical systems Buber
substituted relationships in which mutuality and the sharing of
experience and beliefs were the hallmarks. In such relationships
the privileged form of communication was dialogue. He defined
dialogue in different ways but most tellingly as “conversation. ..
from one open-hearted person to another open-hearted person.”
Just as in “la nouvelle théologie” rhetoric was opposed to dialectic,
in Buber dialogue is also opposed to dialectic as its polar opposite.
Dialogue is for him not a ploy, not a technique, but the surface
expression of core values.

“Buber’s works attracted a wide readership, and they directly and
indirectly influenced Catholic thinkers. The year before the council
opened, the young theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar published

12 John O'Malley S. J., What Happened at Vatican Il (p. 37). Harvard University Press. Kindle
Edition.
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Martin Buber and Christianity, in which he praised Buber as ‘one of
the most creative minds of our age’ and ‘the originator of the
‘dialogical principle.’

“But the idea was in wide circulation. In 1960 the American Jesuit
theologian Gustave Weigel noted that ‘dialogue’ was appearing so
frequently in newspapers and journals that it was beginning to
seem ‘cultish and faddish.” Weigel wrote before Vatican Il opened,
before dialogue assumed such a prominent and symptomatic role
in the council, and before it acted as catalyst for other horizontal
words like ‘partnership’ and ‘cooperation.’

“No single word, with the possible exception of aggiornamento,
would be more often invoked to indicate what the council was all
about.”’3

It would be hard to over-emphasize the influence in our times of the
call to dialogue, everywhere, not only in the Catholic Church. Pope
Francis’ call to synodality — and ancient concept — has been stirred
into new life because of this awakening to the need for dialogue.

The Council as an event

The Council is first and foremost an event of history. Joseph
Ratzinger — one of the periti of the Council — summed it up
beautifully:

“Anyone who witnessed the three first sessions of the Council and
compared them with one another must admit that the episcopate

13 0’Malley, op cit, 80. Emphases added. Pope Paul VI’s first encyclical, Ecclesiam Suam (6
August 1964) promotes a Church-in-dialogue: “The aim of this encyclical will be to
demonstrate with increasing clarity how vital it is for the world, and how greatly desired by
the Catholic Church, that the two should meet together, and get to know and love one
another” (#3). The encyclical uses the Latin word colloquium more than fifty times. In
ecclesiastical Latin, colloquium is normally translated as “conversation.” For reasons
unknown to me, in this encyclical, colloquium is translated as “dialogue.”
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became more open-minded from year to year. From somewhat
timid and tentative beginnings, in which a few spokesmen had to
carry a whole host of astonished listeners along with them,
discussion advanced to the point where in 1964 it became
extremely frank and did not evade issues any longer. In the
common struggle for truth, statements were boldly made which
five years ago would have been virtually unthinkable.

“Now the entire world episcopate was caught up in a movement,
in a unity of purpose that reached from South America to
Indonesia and from Europe to Central Africa. This spiritual
awakening, which the bishops accomplished in full view of the
Church, or, rather, accomplished as the Church, was the great and
irrevocable event of the Council. It was more important in many
respects than the texts it passed, for these texts could only voice a
part of the new life that had been awakened in this encounter of
the Church with its inner self.

“Progress may at times have seemed difficult and slow, entangled
as it often was in the political devices and disputes, both large and
small, which to a considerable degree marked the public image of
the Council and often enough its daily routine. But all of this seems
trivial and transitory in comparison with the true event — the
awakening of the Church. If we keep this in mind we will be full of
gratitude for what God has chosen to set in motion through that
seemingly so simple old man, good Pope John. Nor will this
gratitude diminish when we realize that what has been granted us
in this Council involves also a mission and a challenge — one that
will require great patience, the patience which comes from
faith.”4

14 Joseph Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vatican Il, New York: Paulist Press, 1966, 132.
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Some seminal ideas that took root at the Council

Shortly after the Council began, the bishops published a “message to
the world.” It was largely promoted by “the French sector”!> and
introduced to the Council on Saturday October 20 1962. John
O’Malley writes:

“The text was brief. One passage gave voice to the message of
mercy, kindness and human compassion that Pope John hoped the
council would express: ‘We urgently turn our thoughts to the
problems by which human beings are afflicted today. Hence, our
concern goes out to the lowly, poor, and powerless. Like Christ, we
would have pity on the multitude heavily burdened by hunger,
misery, and lack of knowledge. .... As we undertake our work,
therefore, we would emphasize whatever concerns the dignity of
the human person, whatever contributes to a genuine community
of peoples”1®

This was one of those seminal moments that helped to release the
pent-up energy within the Church, a creative energy that longed for
a more Gospel-based and Gospel-centred way of being in the world.
The way was opened for:

1. Sacrosanctum Concilium with its emphasis on participation and
the consequent radical reformation of the Liturgy;

2. The ecclesia semper reformanda statement of Lumen Gentium #8;

3. Gaudium et Spes, with its explicit identification with “the people
of this age” and its emphasis on conscience, to which it refers 28

15 John O’Malley SJ, What Happened at Vatican I, Belknap Press of Harvard University,
2008, 99.
16 |bid.
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times — see especially #16. Pope Pius IX’s Syllabus of Errors one
hundred years earlier had spoken of conscience as if it was a disease.

4. Nostra Aetate and its explicit reaching out to peoples of other
religious traditions. With reference to the document’s words on the
relationship with the Jews, one Rabbi observed:

“It is radical in the literal sense of the word, in that it uproots
previous teachings of the church. It charts a new course for the
relationship between Jews and the church. There is no way to
avoid saying it; it is momentous and transformative.”'’

In the last lines of Nostra Aetate there is a statement that concerns
the healing of relationships and the return to the Scriptures:

“We cannot truly call on God, the Father of all, if we refuse to treat
in a loving way any human being, created as they are in the image
of God. Our relation to God the Father and God’s relation to us his
brothers and sisters, are so linked together that Scripture says:
‘Those who do not love do not know God’ (1 John 4:8).

“No foundation therefore remains for any theory or practice that
leads to discrimination between people and people, so far as their
human dignity and the rights flowing from it are concerned.

“The Church reproves, as foreign to the mind of Christ, any
discrimination against people or harassment of them because of
their race, color, condition of life, or religion. On the contrary,
following in the footsteps of the holy Apostles Peter and Paul, this
sacred synod ardently implores the Christian faithful to ‘maintain
good fellowship among the nations’ (1 Peter 2:12), and, if possible,
to live for their part in peace with all people (Cf. Rom. 12:18), so

7 Rabbi Daniel F Polish, “A lever that moved the world: Catholic-Jewish relations 50 years
after Nostra Aetate”, America (online), January 14, 2016.
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that they may truly be children of the Father who is in heaven (Cf.
Matt. 5:45).”

5. Dignitatis Humanae, the declaration on the freedom of religion;
again the emphasis on conscience is noteworthy.

“The truth cannot impose itself except by virtue of its own truth,
as it makes its entrance into the mind at once quietly and with
power” (#1).

“One could say that today we are not living an epoch of change
so much as an epochal change. The situations that we are living
in today therefore pose new challenges which, at times, are also
difficult for us to understand. Our time requires us to live
problems as challenges and not as obstacles: the Lord is active
and at work in our world. Thus, go out into the streets and go out
to the crossroads: call all those whom you find, excluding no one
(cf. Mit 22:9). Accompany especially those who are on the
roadside, ‘the lame, the maimed, the blind, the dumb’ (Mt 15:30).
Wherever you may be, build neither walls nor borders but village
squares and field hospitals. | prefer a restless Italian Church, ever
closer to the abandoned, the forgotten, the imperfect.”

[Pope Francis (November 10, 2015), Speech to the Fifth National Conference of the
Italian Church in Florence.]

16



