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Revolutions inevitably cause chaos. That is precisely what Vatican II set out to do – and for the right reasons. 

It was a theological and pastoral revolution with profound cultural consequences. From a ghetto Church, so long bitterly prejudiced and discriminated against, we were challenged to evangelize boldly a world in rapid change.

From an over-centralized administration we were reminded that bishops are not the “altar boys” of the Pope, but have authority in their own right as successors of the apostles.

From a liturgy with a language that 99% of the congregation (including priests) could not understand, the Council called for a ritual that we could all follow and celebrate together in praising God. From a silent, passive laity to a laity called to own their baptismal gifts for prophetic action.

Yes, we were challenged to make enormous personal and congregational changes. But the Church has a culture. The Church has “like all human institutions…her temporal aspect…There is nothing nebulous and disembodied about it…It is no misty entity,” writes Henri de Lubac, one of the most influential theologians of the twentieth century (later Cardinal).

 Like all cultures, when confronted with dramatic change, even for the right reasons, there is bound to be a long period of cultural chaos, lasting not for a few years, but for many decades.

However, there are several possible reactions to any revolutionary cultural change in history and in the Church also. The first possible reaction is the constructive option, that is, people realize that it takes years for new and appropriate structures to develop. This is the tortuous process, demanding patience, experimentation, the ability to live in ongoing uncertainties as the new begins to emerge. 

The second option is restorationism. This is the uncritical restoring of old unchanged values and power structures. Some people hanker after the old certitudes even if they are no longer relevant for evangelizing today’s world.

There is a growing rigidity and insistence on widespread conformity/uniformity that builds frustration to breaking point among people who struggle to be true to the reforms of Vatican II.

The authentic dialogue that was so insisted on by the Council is less and less evident. Centralization has accelerated. Communication, instead of being up and down and sideways as Vatican II would wish, is reverting to the pre-Council style of highly selective listening.

The third set of reactions, sustained chaos, is the breakdown of the revolution into general disorder in which divers conflicting groups flourish. 
Some actively support the constructive option, but feel denied access to appropriate power structures.

Others form sect-like groups with quick-fix authoritarian solutions to the malaise, doom-and-gloom predictions of the future if the former structures are not restored, intolerance of others accompanied by witch-hunting campaigns. 
Others, weary of the infighting, withdraw entirely and go underground.

All three reactions to the Council’s theological and cultural revolution, especially the second and third, are evident today, so much so that at least three distinct, even at times radically different, ways of being Catholic can be identified. 

Reacting to Chaos
What to do? 

We should not be surprised by the darkness of the chaos we experience in the Church. We rejoiced when the Council reminded us that we are a pilgrim people, yet we must read the guidelines that go with this inspiring title: “God led the people a roundabout way through the desert of the Sea of Reeds” (Ex 13:18).

Those who sincerely wish to be a pilgrim people soon discover, as did the Israelites of old, that the way to the Kingdom is not straight. It is a roundabout way, a detour in which there is the darkness of an Exodus or a Gethsemane.

Keep our eyes on the Council’s teachings. Blessed John Paul II spoke vigorously of this in 2001: “I feel more than ever in duty bound to point to the Council as the great grace bestowed on the Church…There we find a sure compass by which to take our bearings.” 

He also said: “Truth is the power of peace…What should one say of the practice of combating or silencing those who do not share the same views?”

The great theologian Karl Rahner asserted that the future of the Church depends not merely on the application of traditional Christian principles. It urgently needs people at all levels with the faith and courage of “ultimately charismatically inspired, creative imagination(s)” to bring the Gospel to a complex and changing world.

They courageously challenge all in the Church to let go of all that is not apostolically relevant, as the condition for the humanly impossibly new in the Spirit to emerge. 

Their daring flows from their own personal journey in Christ. Like St Paul  “[We]  see no way out but we never despair…always we carry with us in our body the death of Jesus so that the life of Jesus, too, may be visible in our body…That is why we never wave” (2 Cor 4:8,10,16).

There is no other way to build a Vatican II-oriented Church or to avoid becoming more and more irrelevant through restorationism and associated negative reactions to the Council.

