THE SPIRIT OF VATICAN II1/

Background
The Spirit of Vatican II is a term that is often used and perhaps just as often misused.  It has come to mean whatever the author wants it to mean and whatever the reader interprets it to mean.  Quite often the writer and the reader have a different understanding of the Spirit of Vatican II.  Some writers wrap themselves in the Spirit of Vatican II much like some patriots wrap themselves in the flag.

The American Catholic Council would like to use the term Spirit of Vatican II for its listening sessions in preparation to a national conference in Detroit in 2011 and in the conference itself.  To avoid any confusion in the use of the Spirit of Vatican II, the American Catholic Council would like to offer its understanding of the Spirit of Vatican II.

Development of the Spirit of Vatican II

The Spirit of Vatican II began with the opening speech by Pope John XXIII.  He said that he wanted this council to be pastoral rather than doctrinal and juridical.  The twenty-one previous ecumenical councils of the Church had been doctrinal and juridical.

Shortly thereafter, the Archbishop of Lille, France, Cardinal Achille Lienart, arose to ask that the opening session of the council be postponed until the bishops had an opportunity to meet and select heads for the various commissions that would be drafting documents during the council.  In the preparations for the council, Cardinal Ottaviani had appointed Vatican Curia insiders to lead these various commissions.  They in turn had drafted some seventy-two documents, all in Latin, but had forward only six to the world’s bishop for study before the conference.  This postponement was approved and the bishops proceeded to elect new leaders that replaced the leaders that the Vatican Curia had put in place.  The main complaint of the world’s bishops was that the documents drafted by the Vatican Curia were not pastoral and would have to be rewritten.

The Spirit of Vatican II then became reflected in the genre of its documents.  Three principles were applied throughout the council in the development of the documents:

1. Aggiornamento

2. Development.

3. Ressourcement

When Pope John XXII spoke about what he had in mind for the council, he often used the term aggiornamento, an Italian word meaning to bring up to date.  This took on four aspects:

1. The aggiornamento of Vatican II touched on things Catholics considered normative, and hence they had a startling impact.

2. No previous council had ever taken the equivalent of aggiornamento as a broad principle rather than a rare exception.

3. Aggiornamento made clear that Catholicism was adaptive, even to changing cultures, which is far deeper than simply making use of modern inventions.

4. This broad adoption of a principle of deliberate reconciliation between the Church and certain changes taking place outside it provided an entry point into a more dynamic approach to church life and teaching.  It implied a continuation after Vatican II of the dynamism that characterized the council itself, which means that the documents were not an end point but a starting point.

The development of doctrine was the issue of all issues at Vatican II, according to John Courtney Murray.  Development was usually understood as movement further along a given path.  It was thus a cumulative process in which a tradition became ever richer or ever heavier, with ever more to bear and to explain.  Development suggested progress, especially as a further clarification.  Development takes the present as its starting point and looks to the future for even greater fulfillment.

Ressourcement is skeptical of the present because of what it has discerned from the past.  It entails a return to the sources with a view not to confirming the present, but to making changes in it to conform to a more authentic or more appropriate past, to what advocates of ressourcement  consider a more profound tradition.  Ressourcement was the principle that validated collegiality.  Ressourcement  led to Vatican II’s style of discourse more closely resembling the style of the Church’s Founding Fathers than the style used by previous councils.

While there exists ambiguity in some of the texts, the documents of Vatican II have a coherence.   The Council shaped and reshaped the documents to make them consistent with one another.  The intertextural character of the documents is pervasive and deliberate.  This is often expressed in the term, Spirit of the Council, or Spirit of Vatican II.  This spirit is brought down to earth and made verifiable when we pay attention to the style of the Council, to its unique literary form and vocabulary, and draw out their implications.  Through an examination of the literary style and the pastoral intent, it is possible to arrive at this spirit.  The Council in revealing the spirit reveals not a momentary effervescence but a consistent and verifiable reorientation.

Among the recurring themes of the Council expressive of its spirit, the call to holiness is particularly pervasive and particularly important.  If the call to holiness is what the Church is about, then it is not surprising that that is what the Council was about.  Behind the many ressourcements lay the persuasion that the past held treasures useful for the present. Not so much as knowledge for its own sake, but as guides to a deeper and more authentic Christian living.

The Council devised a profile of the ideal Christian.  That ideal, drawn in greatest length in Gaudium et Spes, is more incarnational than eschatological, closer to Thomas Aquinas than Karl Barth, more reminiscent of the Fathers of the Eastern Church than of Augustine – more inclined to reconciliation with human culture that to alienation from it, more inclined to see goodness than sin, more inclined to speaking words of friendship and encouragement than condemnation.  The style choice fostered a theological choice.  The result was a message that was traditional while at the same time radical, prophetic, while at the same time soft-spoken.

Here is a litany about this kind of change, this change in vocabulary that implied and brought with it a change in priorities and values – deep values:  

· from commands to invitations

· from monologue to dialogue

· from laws to ideals

· from threats to persuasion

· from coercion to conscience

· from ruling to serving

· from vertical and top down to horizontal

· from passive acceptance to active participation

· from exclusion to inclusion

· from static to changing

· from hostility to friendship

· from prescriptive to principle

· from behavior modification to conversion of heart.

Conclusion

The Council was about much more than a handful of superficial adjustments of the Catholic Church to the modern world, about much more than changes in liturgical forms, and certainly much more than the power plays of prominent churchmen.  The Council was held in the center (Rome), named for the center (Vatican II), operated to a large extent with the equipment of the center, and was destined to be interpreted and implemented by the center (the Curia).  That is perhaps why many of the anticipated implementations of Vatican II are yet to come.

We hope that by trying to define the spirit of Vatican II we can bring some clarification to the use of this term.  In addition, when others use the term spirit of Vatican II, or they are operating in the spirit of Vatican II, you may take a more discerning look at their words and actions.  When you read that a particular Church leader, who claims to be operating in the spirit of Vatican II, yet uses threats, exclusion and hostility, you will know that his message is not in the spirit of Vatican II, even though that Church leader asserts that it is.
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