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Part One

Vatican II was a Council unlike any preceding one. It was a special event for many reasons. Even though it stands in a long line of councils, it was in many respects a new kind of council.

Vatican II began fifty years ago. The Council Fathers themselves have now for the most part passed on. Believers, who experienced it from the outside, remember above all the media excitement and the optimistic atmosphere in which this great church gathering took place. The content of the conciliar texts ‐ though often barely read ‐ seems to them so normal: all that circulated before the council, the council has confirmed and is almost commonplace today. 

Many people today are hardly aware that the content was so new. Young people only vaguely remember the event, if they know it at all. They have rarely, or perhaps never, read the texts. Nevertheless, the Second Vatican Council's documents have shaped the life of the Church for the past half century. Sixteen documents, including in particular the four constitutions (on liturgy, on revelation, on the church, and on the church and world), have directed the thinking and action of the ecclesial community. Other decrees, such as those on ecumenism and religious freedom, were the subject of long conciliar discussions and have really inspired new ideas and praxis. Texts on media and education on the other hand are now barely usable.

To understand the originality of Vatican II, it is indispensable to look at the council and its documents in terms of the history and culture of that time. Vatican II has certainly shaped part of that history; but the other side is equally true: history and culture shaped Vatican II as well. Even though it is true that Vatican II is fully rooted in our Catholic tradition, it is equally true that it also launched a development and a deepening of that tradition, which here and there shows a discontinuity with past thinking and practices. Haven't many observed (like Karl Rahner, for instance) that the council marked the end of the Constantinian period in church history; and that Vatican II as a council ranks with Nicaea and Trent?

The Council had been prepared years in advance: the seed was already in the field and was already sprouting when Pope John called for the council. The rays of sunshine from the council have brought growth and much fruit. Conciliar preparation was particularly apparent in the early liturgical movement, in biblical studies (modern exegetical studies), and a renewed focus on patristics. There was also the influence of Protestant thought and the new philosophy.

In contrast with the previous councils, which had usually been devoted to a particular theme, Vatican II addressed a broad variety of problems; and many issues were discussed, such as: the place of the organ in the Catholic liturgy, the continued value of Thomas Aquinas for theology, the relationship between Rome and local bishops, sexuality and marriage, and the church‐state relationship, and much more.

Important themes

If one takes a general overview, it is true that the main theme of the Council has been: the value, the role, and responsibility of the laity in the Church in all domains. But very influential development was also the introduction of the vernacular in the liturgy. That seems like a small detail, but actually launched a great dynamic that impacted many other areas: the ability for instance to change things that for centuries had been seen as unchangeable. 

Vatican II demonstrated that what was always thought and practised need not necessarily remain that way for eternity. Perhaps the introduction of the vernacular was the first application of Pope John XXIII's 'aggiornamento', his bringing the Church 'up to date.' A dynamic was set loose that far exceeded mere linguistic changes. Nothing seems to have had a greater impact than changing ancient liturgical traditions. Changes in cult and ritual touch the hearts of the believers very deeply. Of great importance as well was the repositioning of Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium as sources of revelation; and the integration of the new exegetical methods into the study of the Scriptures.

Nostra Aetate ‐ the document on the relationship with the Jews, despite a long and sharp discussion, and the additional burden of political pressure, in the end achieved a satisfying and surprising consensus. The text on religious freedom and the relationship between church and state has no equal in previous councils and papal documents. Entirely new was Gaudium et Spes, the conciliar document on the relationship between church and world. The Church took a listening attitude, said it wanted to help the world. The Church said it wanted to move away from the world‐rejecting, negative, defensive, and superior attitude that had prevailed prior to Vatican II.

Finally, there was also a clear trend away from the purely consultative role of the episcopate by pushing - in some areas ‐ for deliberative participation. In principle, the question of collegiality received a firm consensus of support in the Council. But no practical and legal procedures for its operation were laid down, except in the form of periodic Roman synods, and I will say more about that later.

New thinking and a different speaking style

Particularly noteworthy, before the Council, was the growing importance of a new genre of papal documents: the encyclical. More and more, it was the Pope only who spoke to the Church and became the great and universal teacher. The encyclicals actually assumed more and more authority. They seemed sometimes to be dogmatic (and infallible?) statements. The concentration of the magisterium seemed to be located more and more in the hands of the papal magisterium.

With the emphasis on papal authority, a strong bureaucracy developed immediately - the Curia ‐ which functioned as the central church authority. Especially the 'Holy Office' was their symbolic and effective voice. This supreme Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith was the direct voice of the Pope.

But more and more ‐ especially in the twentieth century ‐ a new understanding of church as the 'People of God' began to develop. This was a more horizontal relational understanding rather than the earlier vertical authoritarian model of church. The Church as People of God meant the whole church as people of God: a large familia Dei, all brothers and sisters. Along with this horizontal understanding came the importance and influence of the developing world, an understanding that stressed democracy and participation. But ‐ especially in the then burgeoning Catholic Action movements everywhere ‐ lay men and women seemed to be regarded mainly as the submissive and generous employees of the bishops. 

Besides the hierarchical ministry, however, there was more and more talk about the charisms: the free gifts of the Spirit to all the baptised, without distinction. Not just the ordained ministers were seen as the Church but all the people: all the people who make up the whole church. A whole new vocabulary developed: charisma, participation, partnership, dialogue, cooperation, friendship. This vocabulary is present everywhere in all council documents and has found its proper place in contemporary church language.

Up until that time, the language of ecclesiastical authority was primarily juridical and legislative. It was rational, conceptual, concise, and clear‐cut. Vatican II chose a more pastorally‐oriented language: less clear‐cut, suggestive, not determinant, calm, and serenely dialogical. Vatican II speaks in an inviting way, starting with what speaker and listener already have in common. The Council uses a sensitive and aesthetic style: 'Our message is true, good, and clean. The old language determined and imposed. The new language suggests and invites.'

Finally, recalling the words of Karl Rahner, it appears that we are in a new era for the Church. After the Jewish‐Christian Church, came the Church of Hellenism. Now is the time for a real world Church: the transition from European to global, from Thomas and Scholasticism to assimilation of the philosophical and cultural thinking and praxis of the twentieth century.
