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Continuing our series on the
50th anniversary of its opening,
Brian McKee says the Second
Vatican Council gave Catholics
permission to view both the world

T MAY seem a stretch of the
imagination but the impact of
Vatican Il in the Church might be
compared to that of the Good
Friday Agreement in our own time.

Whatever your political leaning, the
Good Friday Agreement is the most
important document to emerge in
the political arena in Ireland since
partition.

I would suggest though that very
few people, including some politi-
cians, have actually taken the time to
read it fully, never mind give it seri-
ous thought and consideration.

Such lack of depth of analysis will
be no hindrance to those who simul-
taneously proclaim it to be the an-
swer to a new and shared future, and
as the greatest betrayal of the life
blood of their forefathers.

Unionists boldly proclaim that it
copper-fastens the union, while na-
tionalists extol it as a road map to
Irish unity.

People interpret the agreement
through the lens of their own politi-
cal beliefs.

Such conflicting views are justifi-
able given the crafting of the agree-
ment. It is by its very nature a
compromise document.

Rather than undermining it, such
compromise underlines the creativ-
ity that went into stitching together
a document that could gain the sup-
port of both sides of a deeply con-
flicted community.

Without in any way downplaying its
content, what perhaps set the agree-
ment apart is not so much the fine
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distinctions and subtleties in the text
but the underlying spirit that gives
permission for traditional enemies to
reach out in compromise; for people
to take risks and to enter into previ-
ously unthinkable partnerships, and
to challenge previously deep-rooted
beliefs and prejudices.

The agreement is a launching pad
for future plans rather than the pres-
entation of an agreed conclusion.

It will take several generations be-
fore the spirit of the Good Friday
Agreement filters into the psyche of
many of us, and in the meantime the
structures will act as a scaffolding to
hold the agreement intact.

Vatican Il can be viewed in a similar
light. People take strong positions on
it without in-depth study or reading
of the actual documents.

The documents in themselves are a
compromise, the fruit of going
through various working groups and
subcommittees before being finally
agreed.

People read the documents
through the lens of their respective
theological standpoints.

The labelling of some as ‘a la carte
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Catholics’ is often laid at the door of
more ‘progressive’ Catholics by
those who may be viewed as more
‘traditional’.

Yet the reality is that all of us pick
and choose from the menu of the
documents according to what justi-
fies or suits our own theological lean-
ing. Why should we be surprised that
is so?

Again, without underplaying the
beauty and the gift of the particular
documents, the legacy of Vatican Il is
that it has given Catholics permis-
sion to view both the world and our
faith with renewed optimism.

The spirit rather than the letter of
the documents have challenged us to
“open our windows” to the world,
and to have confidence not only in
the God who saves us but in the
earthenware and often sinful Church
through which He works.

Without offering an exhaustive list,
some of the key advances within Vat-
ican Il include:

M Liturgy: Despite what many would
view as a pulling back with recent
liturgical changes, Vatican Il sparked
a renewal of liturgical life, with in-
creased participation on the part of
the whole parish community. Sadly,
not everyone embraced the liturgical
renewal with the same enthusiasm

B Lay ministry: The council empha-
sised baptism as the foundational
sacrament, rather than ordination.
While there is still a long way to go,
the ministry of the baptised -
rather than the more negative term
‘laity’ - has, by and large, become an

“It will take several generations before the
spirit of the Good Friday Agreement filters into
the psyche of many of us... Vatican Il can be
viewed in a similar light. People take strong
positions on it without in-depth study or
reading of the actual documents”

accepted part of Catholic life today
B Ecumenism: Although the first fer-
vour has faltered in some instances,
a new spirit of ecumenism entered
the Church with Vatican II. This in-
cludes reaching out to faiths other
than Christian and has resulted in
greater understanding

M Religious life: Religious orders and
congregations have undergone pro-
found changes and have been
marked by a rediscovery of the par-
ticular charism of their founder
rather than by specific apostolates
B Collegiality: An increased sense of
shared authority or collegiality,
among bishops and between them
and the Pope, was underscored by
the Second Vatican Council.

Though admittedly a sensitive
issue, some level of collegiality is
seen in the world synods that have
been regularly convoked in Rome
since the council.

The key word regarding Vatican II
was “aggiornamento”, which literally
means “getting up to today”.

The spirit of the council was one of
“updating” itself, of setting itself free
from the spirit of condemnation and
anathema that had been so evident
in the Church.

In his opening speech to the coun-
cil, Pope John affirmed that the
Church prefers “the medicine of
mercy rather than of severity”.

This same Church, he said, was to
show herself as: “The loving mother
of all, benign, patient, full of mercy
and goodness towards the brethren
who are separated from her.”

There were to be no condemna-
tions, no anathemas.

Just like the Good Friday Agree-
ment, the spirit of Vatican II will take
generations to embed itself into the
consciousness of Catholics, no mat-
ter what their mission or office in the
Church.

That is something we cannot
take for granted though, and in the
meantime the documents provide
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H GUIDING LIGHT:
Pope John XXIII leaves
the catacombs of

St Callistus on the
Appian Way in Rome,
surrounded by Salesian
guides, in October 1961.
A year later, he would
open the Second Vatican
Council and shape the
future of the Catholic
Church
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the scaffolding around which we
hope that spirit will be enfleshed.

Events at the Twelfth of July
demonstrated that while leaders of
our community can profess their
commitment to a shared future,
when they are challenged about tra-
dition and accepted practice, they re-
treat into a mindset of bigotry and
division.

We likewise see evidence within the
Church of people using post-Vatican
I language but when traditional
practices are challenged expose
themselves as trapped within a
pre-Vatican Il mentality.

In the light of the recent climate
within the Church, with the silencing
of clergy who dare to speak their
mind, or the simple refusal to allow
even the discussion of women
priests, it is understandable that
some may question if this spirit of
the council is being quenched in the
quest to reassert control and power
among those who would strive to
hold back the spirit of creativity and
openness within Vatican II.

The pace of change has slackened
and to some it appears even in re-
treat. The full vision of Vatican Il is far
from being realised.

Perhaps the Church is going
through an identity crisis or a time of
assessment.

What is clear though, is that the
Spirit cannot be contained by a
desire to create good order or
maintain control.

The wind of change will continue to
blow and the time will come for more
windows to be opened.

M Brian McKee is director of
Seedlings, a consultancy on
pastoral renewal, youth ministry
and reconciliation.

B Next week, Fr Martin Henry
concludes this series of reflections
on the 50th anniversary of the
opening of the Second Vatican
Council.




