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The Significance of

Vatican Council II for Ecclesiology

Joseph A. Komonchak

Ecclesiology, “talk about the Church,” is usually considered to be a
reflective discipline that makes the Church the object of inquiry and
discourse. But there is another sense that can be given to the term
“Church-talk,” namely, the type of talk that makes the Church come to
be in actuality. Thus, there 1s the prociamation of the gospel of Jesus
Christ on the part of a preacher, and there is the “Amen” of faith, the
fundamental genesis of the Church described 1 1 John 1:1-4. Then
there is the “we-language” which expresses the communion estab-
lished among believers and between them and God, and there are the
terms they use m speaking to and about one another, terms like broth-
ers and sisters, father and children, etc. There aiso are the words they
use of themselves: “ekklesia” (assembly), “koinonia” (communion, fel-
lowship), “congregatio fidelium” (gathering of believers), “household of
faith,” etc. Finally, there are the terms which they use to describe the
origin, nature, and purpose of their community: “People of God,” “body
of Christ,” “temple of the Spirit,” “bride of Christ,” etc. All of this
“Church-talk” expresses and mediates a community-consciousness in
the everyday world, that 1s, a sense of what brings Christians together
and makes them one, distinguishes them from other human groups,
describes their relations with God and with one another, and orients
them m the world. Thus first level of “Church-taik” might be called an
mmplicit, lived ecclesiology, the living reality and sense of being the
Church that is the subject on which the discipline of ecclesiology re-
flects critically and systematically.

A history of ecclesiology, then, cannot be solely a history of the re-
flective discipline, valuable as this is. It must also be a history of the
first-level consciousness of the Church, of how Christians have under-
stood and articulated their common lives and realized their mission n
the successive worlds and m face of the historical challenges these
posed. The life of the Church, its self-realization, is, therefore, a pri-
mary datum for the historian of ecclesiology.
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All this 15 also true of the Second Vatican Council and of its signifi-
cance for ecclesiology. The council 1s, of course, immensety mportant
for what it said, for the sixteen documents it produced, w:.Om whuch,
Karl Rahner said, have to do with the Church.! But the council .<<mm also
an event in the history of the Church, unusual in two senses: first, sum-
ply because ecumenical councils are relatively nm:.m events, and, mmno:Q\
because the council represents a watershed event in the modern history
of the Church. We will, therefore, have to consider the nosbn;”_.:ﬁma
both respects, as a historic moment in the Church’s mmmanobmﬁ:wros
and as an expression of the Church’s reflective self-consciousness.

Preconciliar Catholicism and Its Ecclesiology

In hus opening address to the council,® Pope Horﬁ. XX.E had a mmﬂm-
graph that 1s useful for interpreting the hstoric mpmbpmnm:nw of the
council. He said that in his daily munstry he often had to r.mﬂms to
people “who see only rum and calamity in the present conditions of
human society. They keep repeating that our times, if compared to past
centuries, have been getting worse.” On such people, who, he said,
have not learned much from history and idealize wwm past, ﬂrm pope
added his judgment: “We believe We must quite mpmmmumw with Smmmm
prophets of doom who are always forecasting disaster, as if the end o
the world were at hand.” The pope invited the bishops mstead hB:no?
sider that human society nught be “entering a new order of things” and
to have confidence in “the mysterious plans of divine Providence
which through the passage of time and the efforts of men, and om.mz be-
yond their expectation, are achieving their purpose and wisely dispos-

'Karl Rahner, “The New Image of the Church,” Theelogical Inuvestigations, vol. X
(New York: Herder and Herder, 1973) 3. . ‘

2¥or the dialectic of expertence, event, and documents m#. <mznm.5 I, see gmﬁm
Teresa Fattor1 and Alberto Melloni, eds., L'evento ¢ le decisioni: Studi sulle a.ﬁax&nwm
del Concilio Vaticano II (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1997); John W. O\gmsm& Tradition E\__n
Transition: Historcal Perspectives on Vatican [I (Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier,
Gmmw_rm official Latin text may be found in Acta Apestolicae Sedis 54 So.mmu 786-95; a
reconstriction of the textual history and variants of the speech 1s offered E.
Giuseppe Alberigo and Alberto Mellony, “I/allocuzione Om:n.ﬁ Zm.»mﬁ mnm_mmpm di
Giovanni XXITI (11 ottobre 1962),” Fede tradizione profezia: Studi su @355:. MNE e
sul Vaticano II (Brescia: Paidera, 1984) 187-283; an English translation 1s available in
Walter M. Eo@.o_...s ed., The Documents of Vatican II (New York: America Press, 1966}
710-9.
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g of all things, even contrary human events, for the good of the
Church.”

Pope John was here critical of an attitude that has been described as
“Catholic catastrophism,” the view that the development that led to
distinctive features of modernity was one long apostasy of Western so-
alety and culture from the 1deal once achieved in medieval Christen-
dom. The repudiation of Christ’s reign, it was thought, had begun with
the Reformation’s destruction of the religious unity of the West, had
then been spread into the realm of intellectual culture by the Enlighten-
ment, and then through a series of revolutions had subtracted from the
control and even the mnfluence of Christ and his Church the realms of
economuics, politics, and culture. From the time of the French Revolu-
tion until the eve of Vatican 11, this negative judgment, which at times,
as the pope noticed, was even expressed apocalyptically, dominated of-
ficial assessments of modernity given by popes and bishops.

Thus attitude not oniy determuned the general interpretation of the
modern world, but also provided the basic ideological justification for
the construction of modern Roman Catholicism in the face of an apos-
tate world. In its articulation of the ancient faith this distinctively mod-
ern form of Catholicism stressed the dogmas that stood 1n greatest
contrast to the errors and heresies of modernity—original sin, the
atonement, and the right of Christ to rule over society and culture. It
encouraged devotions that would provide a popular reinforcement of
this faith—the Immaculate Conception, the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the

kingship of Christ. On the level of everyday social orgaruzation, it en-
couraged the multiplication of distinctively Catholic associations and
movements to solidify a sense of identity among Catholics, to immu-
nize them from contamination by the world, and to mobilize and ener-
gize them to restore the world to Christ. On a larger level, it promoted
uniformity in the Church and an mcreasing centralization of authority
in Rome by means of an exaltation of the person and role of the pope
whose high-point was the definitions of papal primacy and infallibility
at the First Vatican Council. The result was a distinctive Catholic sub-
soaety whose ideology and organization reinforced one another.*

This new social form of Catholicism was justified by the ecclesiol-
ogy that prevailed between the two Vatican Councils. It concentrated
on the societal nature of the Church, that is, that Christ had established
a visible institution of salvation with structures of juridical authority
concentrated on the pope. A demonstration was offered that this was
the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church founded by Christ and,

1Gee Joseph A. Komonchak, “Modernity and the Construction of Roman Ca-
tholictsm,” Cristianesimo nella Storia 18 (1997) 353-85.
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according to his promise, still existing in the world and identifiable m
the Roman Catholic Church. The only true members of this Church
were those who were joined by the externally <mﬁmmim.nﬁ$ﬂm of pro-
fession of the faith, sacramental participation, msn m:cow.&ﬁmsnﬁ to
nghtful authority. The whole approach was institutional: the identifica-
tion of the “one true Church,” the distribution of authority, and the du-
ties of submission to the hierarchy. The purpose of m;.nﬁ Qmmﬂ.mmm on the
Church was to legitimize the solidly organized and ﬁmo_omﬁm:% self-
confident institution that now lived in an apostate world.’ .

This vision of the Church and its effective expression 1n the life of
the Catholic Church donnated in Roman circles right down to the eve
of the council. When Pope John entrusted to a theological commussion
the preparation of texts for the Vatican Council I, 1t was natural .mou., the
commission to believe its purpose was to prepare documents that
would simply repeat and remnforce the attitudes and mﬁﬁm..nmmﬁm J%._nm_
of modern Roman Catholicism, particularly as they had w.mmb articu-
lated by the modern popes. Assuming that its role was primarily the
defense of the faith against modern errors, the Theological Commus-
ston composed a set of documents that drew in large part upon the
chief doctrinal interventions of the previous century and a half: the
Syllabus of Errors (1864), <mmnm.5 1(1870), .Em noﬁnmabmsoﬁ of ?HOQ;.
ernism (1907), and the encyclicals of Pope Pius X.E‘ particularly E@SE
generis (1950), so recently critical of what was disparaged as the "new
theology.”®

The Drama of the Council and the
Need for a Renewed Ecclesiology

Among these official texts was one on the Church, 259 consisted
of eleven chapters.” The first two established the mstitutional character
of the Church and the visible criteria for membership. The next two

For a good description of ecclesiology at the cmm_bbﬁm of <m..ﬁnm5 Ii, mmm..<<mm
Congar, “Situation ecclésiologique au moment de ‘Ecclesiam suam” et passage & une
Eglise dans l'itinéraire des hommes,” Le Concile de Vatican Il: Son Eglise, wmmwhm de
Dieu et Corps du Christ (Paris: Beauchesne, 1984) 7-32; Joseph A. Komonchak, “Con~
cepts of Commuruon, Past and Present,” Cristianesimo nella mr.uzn 16 (1995) 321-40.

#Gee Toseph A. Komonchak, “The Struggle for the Council during the Prepara-
tion of Vatican 11 (1960-1962),"” History of Vattcan II, vol. 1, ed, Giuseppe Alberigo
and Joseph A. Komonchak (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis moo_mm‘ 1995) Nm.ulmm. N ‘

7The text may be found in Acta Synodalin Sacrosancti Oecumenici Concilii Vaticant
11, vol. 1:4 (Typis Polyglottis Vaticams, 1971} 12-91,
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were devoted to the episcopate and, although they were expected to
balance the papally focused texts of Vatican ], they at every point rem-
forced papal prerogatives. A chapter on the laity reflected recent theo-
logicat developments and the increasing role assigned to “Catholic
Action.” After a chapter on the religious life, largely devoted to vindi-
cating their juridical place in the Church, two chapters addressed what
was described as the crisis of authority m the Church. A chapter on
Church and state repeated the modern “thesis” of the special favor that
must be assigned to the Catholic Church. A chapter on the Church’s
nussionary activity concentrated on the Church’s nght to evangelize. A
final chapter on ecumenism concentrated on individuals and on their
“return” to Mother Church and set out restrictive rules for common
worshup.

Three months before the council opened, the first set of texts for dis-
cussion (not including the draft on the Church, wiuch was not yet fin-
1shed) were sent out to the bishops. A number of bishops and therr
theological consultants began to express fears that the doctrinal texts
would fall far short of the three purposes Pope John had assigned to
the council: spiritual renewat, pastoral updating, and ecumenical unity.
Several important cardinals registered these complaints strongly to the
pope. It is likely that he was replymg to these concerns when in his
opeming address he said that the council was not called simply m order
to repeat what was already known but rather to preserve and to pro-
mote the Church’s heritage faith in a pastorally effective way so as to
meet the demands of the day. The council would reframn from condem-
nations and seek to correct error by “the medicine of mercy,” that is, by
a posttive presentation of the faith. In a typically tactful way, Pope John
was outlining a conciliar agenda quite different from the one reflected
in the prepared texts and in effect authorizing the bishops, should they
agree, to choose another direction for their work.

The bishops accepted the challenge. They overwheimingly approved
a draft-text on the liturgy which called for significant reforms over
which local and regional episcopal bodies would have umportant re-
sponsibility. They were so critical of the doctrinal text On the Sources of
Revelation that they were asked to vote on whether to retain it as the
base text. Sixty-one percent of the bishops voted against the text, which
Pope John then ordered withdrawn from the floor and remanded to a
muxed commussion for revision. These two votes reveaied that the con-
ciliar assembly shared the pope’s vision and desired to produce texts
that would authorize a serious review of the Church’s pastoral activity
and would state the faith in a language and with emphases quite dif-

ferent from those that had characterized the magisterial teaching of the
previous century.
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Meanwhile, the official text on the Church had been finished and
distributed to the bishops. While the assembly was debating the other
texts, efforts had already begun to prepare an alternate text. By the tume
Cardinal Ottaviani, head of the preparatory theological commission
and now of the conciliar doctrinal commission, mtroduced the official
text, the drama of the first session of the council had already been
played out, and the few days of debate devoted to this document had
an anticlimactic air; Ottaviani, and everyone else, knew that the text on
the Church would also have to be significantly altered.®

The whole council, but particularly its first session, was the Church-
m-act, and on the existential and historic level, important events were
underway. On the structural level, there was a changing of the guard:
those who had been at the margins during the preparation of the council
were now replacing as leaders of the council those wheo had controlled
the preparation. Bishops who had been expected obediently to follow
the until-now normal direction of the central Roman authorities were
now acting collegially and with a new sense of their own responsibility.
And they had made it clear that what they wished to do and to say was
often dramatically different in style, method, language, and substance
from the mental attitudes, pastoral strategies, and creedal emphases

that had marked modern Roman Catholicism. This ecclesiology-mn-act
displayed in the experiences and decisions of Vatican Il requured a cor-
responding ecclesiology-in-theory.”

The conciliar process and the texts 1t produced were made possible
by a series of theological and pastoral developments that had made
their way, not without difficulty and opposition, in the decades before
the council.’ On the level of theological scholarship, we might point
hete to the biblical renewal wiich, after having been nearly smothered
by the anti-Modernist reaction, had been re-amamated by Pius XII's en-
cyclical Divino afflante Sprritu (1943), to the recovery of the deep and
sich Catholic tradition 1n the ages of the Fathers and the great medieval

8See Joseph A. Komonchalk, “The Initial Debate about the Church,” Vatican II
commence . . . Approches francophones, ed. Etienne Fouilloux (Leuven: Bibliotheek
van de Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid, 1993) 329-52; Alberto Mellor, “Ecclesiologie
al Concilio Vaticano II {autunno 1962—estate 1963),” Les comnussions conciliatres i
Vatican II, ed. M. Lambernigts et al. (Leuven: Bibliotheek van de Faulteit Godgeleerd-
heid, 1996) 91-179.

»For the drama of the first session of the council see Giuseppe Alberigo and
Joseph A. Komonchak, eds., History of Vatican If, vol. 2 (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1998), especially, for the debate about the Church, 281-357.

1 Gee Stapuslas Jaki, Les tendances nouvelles de Uecclésiologre {Rome: Herder, 1957);
Avery Dulles, “A Half Century of Ecclesiology,” Theologieal Studies 50 (1989} 419-42.
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theologians, and to the reconstruction of the Church’s liturgicat tradi-
tion. On the level of the Church’s life, we might invoke the liturgical re-
newal, the ecumenical movement, and the rethinking of the Church’s
relationshup to the modern world reflected in Catholic action movements
that inspired a theology of lay people, in efforts to elaborate theologies
of lustory and of terrestrial realities, and 1n fong-resisted attempts to
reconcerve and reform relations between Church and state. As might be
expected, there was a dialectical relationship between what was hap-
perung on the level of Church life and what was being thought out %ﬁ
the level of scholarship and reflective theology.

In the course of these developments, fuller notions of the Church
began to be elaborated and to demand a place in ecclesiology alongside
the dominant mstifutional emphases. The late nineteenth and earl
twentieth centuries saw the recovery of the notion of the Church as EM
g%mzn‘m_ Body of Christ, endorsed and elaborated in the encyclical
Mystici corporis (1943). The two decades before the council witnessed
the emergence of the notion of the pilgrim People of God and the
spread of the 1dea of the Church as sacrament. The relationship be-
tween Eucharist and Church, the subject of important historical stud-
les, was also a major theme in liturgical theology. Ecumenicall
mspired investigations drew attention to the relations between EOHM
and sacrament and between Scripture and tradition, to the problems of
authority, and to the eschatological dimenstons of the Church. The
place and role of lay people was studied in terms both of their _umhwmﬁ.-
pation in the inner life of the Church and as bearers of the Church’s
mission 1n the world.

It was the small place of these notions in the official draft on the
Grﬁnw prepared for Vatican II that led to the general disappointment
with the text. The redactional hustory that resulted in Lumen gentium
and the other major ecclesiological texts of the council is EHMQ the
story of the effort to integrate the recent developments nto a mm;mwws t
of the Church’s awareness of itself.” .

The final texts of Vatican II differ in genre, purpose, and doctrinal
ms.go_,,:ﬁ they were elaborated over four years, QE.\Em which the
mind mm the council itself developed; on many important subjects the
nossmm decided not to try to settle legitimately disputed theological
questions but simply to set forth the elements that must be ke m.n to-
gether, perhaps even 1n tension, and in the stating of these the nombnz
as was centuries-old conciliar practice, worked by compromise m:nm

it H " { ]
The best history of Lumen genbium remains Antomo Acerbi, Due ecclesiologie:

Ecclesiologm gruridica ed e ]
celestologta di comumione wella “Lume um”
1 Gentin :
Dehoniane, 1975). " Amo_omnw.
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conciliation toward the greatest consensus .ﬁomm:u_m. For all these rea-
sons one should not expect to find a defimtive and systematic treatise
on the Church m the conciliar documents. An ecumenucal council is not
a theological seminar. . . . .

In the followng analysis, [ will identify major areas in the council’s
ecclesiology and explam their significance with regard to (1) develop-
ments beyond preconciliar emphases and (2) fruitfulness i the post-
conciliar period.

Basic Theological Notions of the Church

Some interpreters claim that there 15 no single ecclesiology %Wm
council but only a variety of images or anmﬁm of the Church. The
council does, no doubt, employ many images; in fact, .n devotes OSM
paragraph to several biblical images and another to the development 0
the Pauline notion of the body of Christ (LG 6-7). On a more reflective
level, the first chapter of Lumen gentium 1s devoted ﬁw the Church as
mystery, and here the notions of “Church as sacrament” and as comiii-
nio i the divine life are introduced; the second chapter Qﬂmncmmmm the
Church as the People of God; and with the thard the _anﬁ E?m to differ-
entiations among the members of the Church, beginning with the hier-
archy. This variety has led some people to speak of several distinct
conciliar ecclesiologies and others to identify a single underlying no-
tion that would capture the essence of <m$nmwp II's view eom the OMEHF
some opting for “People of God,” others for “communio. and so oﬁ.ﬁ.

The reason for the variety of 1mages 1s to be found in the council’s
choice of a more biblica), patristic, and liturgical language. Images, pre-
cisely because of their concreteness, cannot d.m mtegrated as msn:.. Inte-
gration can take place on the level of ﬂmmmnnob or Emoém but E.Bm too
the council did not seek to achieve, bemng content with Qmmn\w%ﬁ:\m ex-
position rather than synthetic explanation. Notions such as ﬁ%ﬁﬁ%
“communion,” “sacrament,” “body of Christ,” “People of God,” “temple
of the Spirit,” and so forth were introduced as a theme seemed wo H.\w-
quire. The council sought to set out the elements of the Church’s life

but it left it to theologians to construct a synthess of them. These ele-
ments are many, but the council’s ecclesiology includes them all and is,

e, smgle m mtention. . . .

Em_wﬂwwm csmwﬁcbﬂm 1s the claim sometimes made, implicitly or explic-
itly, that one must choose among the conciliar :mﬁOva \Hw_zm one moH._:m,..
times hears the suggestion that “People of God” and wom% om Christ

are incompatible. Initial enthusiasm for :ﬁmﬁ:m.om God, nwﬁn_mma as
overly sociological or “democratic,” has yielded lately to “commun-
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1on” as the key conciliar idea, better able to set out the Church’s dimen-
sions of mystery. To make such choices is to betray the council’s mten-
tions and teaching. In explaining the structure of Lumen gentium, the
doctrinal commission explained that with chapter two, “The Peopie of
God,” the council was continuing the exposition of “The Mystery of the
Church” begun mn chapter one; only whereas the first chapter had dis-
cussed that mystery in the divine plan from creation to consummation,
the second chapter would take up the same mystery in the time be-
tween ascension and parousia, that 1s, in history. A single mystery was
being unfolded, first in its transcendent and then 1n its historical di-
mensions, and the commission had broken the material up into two
chapters simply because a single chapter would be too long."*
Rather than thinking that a distinct ecclesiology flows from each of
the major notions, this comment invites us to explore which dimen-
sions of the one Church each concept expresses. A particularly impor-
tant observation on this point 15 given in LG 8, where the council sets
out the constitutive elements of the Church that a theological vision
must integrate. It is at once a community of faith, hope, and love and a
visibie structure, a hierarchrcal society and the Mystical Body of Christ,
a visible group and a spiritual community, existing on earth and en-
dowed with heavenly gifts. These notions, which could be put in paral-
lel columns, do not describe two distinct things but “a singie complex
reality composed of a divine and a human element.” As mn christology
the systematic task 1s set by the attribution of both the divine and the
human to “one and the same Jesus Christ,” 5o ecclesiology attermnpts to
understand the presence of both elements in the Church. To sacrifice or
to ignore one or the other 1s to eliminate the mystery. Particuiar notions
more fully than others illuminate one or another of the constitutive ele-
ments, but an integral ecclesiology must mclude them all.

Where Is the Church?

The council provides an answer to thus question on three levels, all
of which advance in significant ways beyond the common preconciliar
ecclesiology. The easiest way to answer the question is to identify its
members, who belong to the Church. The preparatory text on the Church,
echoing a long tradition from Robert Beilarmine to Pius XIVs Mystici
corports, had defined “true” members as those joined by the bonds of
the external profession of the faith, the reception of the sacraments, and

" Acta Synodalia Sacrosancti Concilii Qecumenici Vaticani I, vol. 3:1 (Typis Poly-
glottis Vaticarus, 1973) 209-10.
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submssion to authority, particularly that of the pope. Since only Woﬁmb
Catholics fulfilled all these criteria, 1t was possible for this draft, in
answer to a second level of the question, simply to identify the Church
of Christ with the Roman Catholic Church.

In the course of the conciliar discussions, however, :. became clear
that thas was too miﬁu_m an answer. zﬁ.ﬁ% external Q:mnw\.ir_g may
suffice for some apologetical purposes, leave out of consideration the
mner elements that constitute and animate the Church. ﬁE:mm.. are
more complex when genuine faith, hope, and love, and the Spirit’s
grace that makes them possible, are taken into mnnoc.bﬁ For, on the one
hand, these gifts can be found outside the Omgo:n ﬂrcﬁ? on the

.other hand, they are not enjoyed by all Catholics. In mﬂ%ﬂo?. mjpor-
tant constitutive features of the Church, such as the Holy Scriptures,
the central creed, the sacraments, the apostolic ministry, are mocaﬁ n
greater or less degree among :oh-ﬁmgo:n nrcansmm and .Q.VBBE,:smm.
The living body of Christ, then, cannot simply be identified with the
Catholic Church. .

On the first level of our question, then, a more mmxmu._m language had
to be found than that of membership. The council chose instead to
speak of degrees of communion with the O?.:.n:.. It began with full
mcorporation into the soctety of the Church which is enjoyed, it said,

[byj those who, possessing the Holy Sparit, accept its entire organiza-
tion and all the means of salvation established in it and within its vis-
ible structure are jomned to Christ, who rules it through the m_.:unmgm
Pontiff and the Bishops, by the bonds of the profession of faith, the
sacraments, ecclesiastical governance, and commumion (LG 14).

According to these last criteria, only Catholics can enjoy thus full Enﬁ.ﬁ;
poration, but according to the first and most important of them, the life
of the Spirit, not all Catholics are fully incorporated.

Lesser degrees of communion are then Qmmnﬁwnn n the mo:o.sssm
paragraph, which speaks of non-Catholic ﬁrﬂmrm.zm\ who enjoy a
genuine but imperfect communion based upon an impressive set of
elements found among them: the Scriptures, faith in God and Christ,
union with Christ through baptism, other sacraments, the episcopate,
the Eucharist, devotion to the Blessed Virgin, communion in prayer
and spiritual blessings, a true uruon mn the EOQ mm:ar m.:ﬂn martyrdom
(LG 15). When the council considered ﬁo?ﬁm?orn.ﬂwﬂmﬂ.mﬁ nscﬁnbmw.m
and communuties in the Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis redintegratio), it
made the even stronger statement that

some, even very many, of the most important elements or goods _Q
which, taken together, the Church 1s built up and given life can exist
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outside the visible boundaries of the Catholic Church: the written word
of God, the life of grace, faith, hope, and charity and other inner gifts of
the Holy Spirit, and visible elements.

In addition, the text went on, “more than a few of the sacred actions of
the Christian religion are carried out among our separated brethren,”
actions that “can really generate the life of grace and must be said to be
able to provide entrance mto the communion of salvation” (UR 3),
These powerful and generous statements explain why, on the sec-
ond level of our question, the council could not be content with a
stmple identification of the Church with the Catholic Church. Instead,
making a significant change 1n the verb employed, the council said:
“This Church Jof Christ], established and organized as a society in this
world, subsists 1 the Catholic Church, governed by the successor of
Peter and by bishops in communion with him, even though many ele-
ments of sanctification and of truth are found outside its visible struc-
ture” (LG 8). The doctrinal commission explamed that it had replaced
the verb “is” (used in earlier drafts) with the term “subsists m,” not be-
cause of a deep philosophical concept of “subsistence,” but simply be-
cause the latter was a more appropriate phrase, given the council’s
affirmations, in the texts cited above, of the existence of ecclesial eie-
ments 1n other Christian communities.™® A unique claim 1s being made,
of course, of the Catholic Church, one that 1s explained wm Unitatis
redintegratio 3, where the council says that “it 15 only in the Catholic
Church of Christ, the common help to salvation, that can be found all
the fullness of the means of salvation.” The council’s claim, the con-
crete meamng of the “subsists in” formula, 1s that the means of salva-
tion Christ wishes his Church to have—the Scriptures, the creed, the
Sacraments, the ministries—are found in their totality oniy in the
Catholic Church. The claim remains a strong one and defines the object
of ecumenical dialogue ever smce the council as Catholics and other
Christians discuss their differences over these various means of salva-
tion and in particular whether they are all wilied by Christ,
There remains a third level at which the question “Where 15 the
Church?” can be asked. It concerns the relationship between the one

*““Subsists in” is used here so that the phrase may better correspond to the state-
ment that elements of the Church are present etsewhere” ; Acta Syndolia, vol. 3:1, 177.
The non-technical character of “subsists " is revealed by the synonyms used in the
doctrinal commussion’s explanation of the term: “adest” (is present) “invenstur” (is
found). For the miterpretation of the phrase, see Johannes Willebrangs, “Vatican II's
Ecclesiology of Communior,” Origins 17 (1987) 27-33; Francis A. Sullivan, The
Church We Believe In (New York: Paulist Press, 1988) 23-33.
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umversal Church and the many local or particular churches. For many
centuries ecclesiology had developed in a universalistic perspective,
perhaps above all because it devoted so much attention to the universal
authority of the pope and because of the worldwide missionary expan-
s1on of the Church from Furope which not infrequently took the West-
ern shape of the Church to be normative. The result, both in theory and
m practice, was a highly centralized and uniform vision of the Church.

Three developments before the council began to qualify some of the
assumptions of this view. The first was increased respect for the diverse
cultures to which missionary efforts were directed, along with efforts
by the popes to promote an indigenous clergy so that as missionary
tands achieved political independence the Church would not be con-
sidered a foreign body. Second, conversations with the Orthodox East
yielded a new appreciation of the diversity of spiritual, liturgical, and
theological traditions withun the one Church. Thurd, both theological
scholarship on the relation between the Church and the Eucharist and
liturgical emphasis on the role of the eucharstic assembly discovered
points of contact with the eucharistic ecclesiologies of the Fast.

All of these movements concentrated attention on local realizations
of the Church both in the form of the individual worshiping assembly
and 1n distinct broad traditions of Church life. The conciliar texts re-
flected these developments and provided the basis for one of the most
remarkable features of postconciliar ecclesiology, the new emphasis
placed upon the local church.* Once again, one may not expect to find
n the texts of Vatican II a full and coherent theology of the local
Church, as 15 clear already from the inconsistency of its vocabutary. The
council referred to both “local” and “particular” churches, but the ref-
erent of these terms (diocese, rite, patrarchal church, local congrega-
tion) varies from text to text.

A first dimension of the local churches 1s liturgical. The council
stated that “the chief manifestation of the Church occurs in the full and
active participation of the whole holy People of God i the same litur-
gical celebrations, particularly in the same Eucharist, in common
prayer, at the same altar at which the bishop, surrounded by his pres-
byterate and ministers, presides.” Local eucharists, as in parshes, “rep-

1 Gee Jean-Mare Tillard, mw:mm a‘mw:m%.. L'ecclésiologre de communion (Paris: Edi-
tions du Cerf, 1987); Jean-Marie Tillard, h\mw_:.mm locale: Ecclésiologie de communion et
catholicité (Pans: Editions du Cerf, 1995); Joseph A. Komonchak, “The Local Church
and the Church Catholic: The Contemporary Theotogical Problematic,” The Jurist 52
{1992) 416-45; Patrick Granfield, “The Priority-Depate: Universal or Local Church,”
Ecciesia Tertii Millennii Advententis: Omnggio al P. Angel Anton (Casale Monterrato:
Piemme, 1997) 152-61.
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resent the visible Church established throughout the world” (SC 41—

42). That ttus manifestation or representation is to be taken m a strong
sense 1 indicated in LG 26:

This Church of Christ is truly present in all legitimate local assemblies
of the faithful, which, linked with their pastors, are thernselves called
Churches m the New Testament. For i therr localities, these assemblies
are the new Peopie called by God in the Holy Spirit and in much ful-
ness {see 1 Th 1:5}. In them the faithful are gathered by the preaching of
Christ’s Gospel and the mystery of the Lord’s Supper 1s cetebrated “so
that the whole fellowship 15 joined together through the flesh and blood
of the Lord’s body.” In every altar-community, under the bishop’s
sacred mirustry, 15 made manifest the symbol of that charity and “unity
of the mystical body without which there can be no salvation.” In these
communities, although they be often small and poor and scattered,

Q._Emw 15 present by whose power the one, holy, catholic and apostolic
church is brought together.

In these texts the particular, necessarily local, eucharistic assembly 1s
described as an event of the one and catholic Church, whose whole
mystery, generated out of the word of God and the sacrament, 1s real-
ized there.

A similar focus is revealed 1n the Decree on the Pastorai Office of
Bishops (Christus Dominus), which offers a definition of the diocese that

sees it as more than a merely administrative subdivision of a world-
wide organization:

A diocese 15 a portion ot the People of God which 1s entrusted for shep-
herding to a bishop m cooperation with the presbyterate so that, united
to their pastor and gathered by him into one flock m the Holy Spirit,
they may constitute a particutar Church in which 1s truly present and at
work the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church of Christ (CD 11).

That here, once agam, the whole mystery of the Church is realized in the

diocese 15 made clear m the very mmportant statement found in Lumen
gentium;

The WQBmﬂ Pontiff, as the successor of Peter, is the perpetual and vis-
ible principle and foundation of unity both of the bishops and of the
multitude of the faithful. Individual bishops are the visible priciple
and foundation of untty 1n their own particular Churches, which are
formed in the 1mage of the universal Church and in and out of which
the one and unique catholic Church exasts (LG 23).

Two important statements are made here, in apparent tension with
one another, On the one hand, the mndividual churches are said to be
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“formed in the 1mage of the universal Church;” on the other, this latter
15 said to exist “in and out of” the individual churches. From the first
statement it 1s ciear that the individual local churches are not some-
thing distinct from the universai Church but represent it, realize it, bear
its image in the sense that what makes the one Church the Church
makes them churches. From the second statement it 15 clear that the
uraversal Church 1s not something distinct from the individual churches
but exists only in them and out of them. As Henri de Lubac said, apart
from the mdividual local churches, the universal Church 1s only an e#s
rafionis, an abstraction.”” Taken together, the two statements represent
one of the most important ecclesiological teachings of Vatican II, and a
good deal of postconciliar reflection has been devoted to explorng it
and its implications.

When this new orentation 1s taken seriously, attention focuses on
the concrete circumstances in which the one Church comes to be and to
act n and out of the many local churches. These are briefly alluded to
in a number of paragraphs of the conciliar texts, particularly in its
Decree on the Missionary Activity of the Church (Ad genies), where the
challenge of the Church’s becoming genuinely at home in the various
cultures of the world 1s described.® Such passages have mspired the
considerable literature on inculturation and on local theologies that has
been published in the decades since the council.

Such passages require that the catholicity of the Church be given
concrete meaning. Once again the council led the way:

This mark of umversality which adorns the People of God is the gift of
the Lord himself by which the Catholic Church effectively and con-
stantly strives to recapitulate all of humanity with all its gifts under the
headship of Christ and in the ity of his Spirit. In virtue of this catho-
licity, the individual parts bring their own gifts to the other parts and to
the whole Church so that the whole and the individual parts grow
through the mutual communication among all and thewr common de-
sire for fullness mn unity (LG 13).

Catholicity here appears as “fullness in unity,” the fullness reflecting
the many gifts given to the individual churches, the unity expressing
and realizing the divine plan to bring scattered humanity back into
unity under Christ and in his Spirit. This deep notion of catholicity 1s
reflected later on 1n the same text when the council at once praises the
diversity of discipline, liturgical usages, and theological and spirifual

5Henri de Lubac, The Motieriood of the Church (San Franasco: Ignatius Press,

1982) 207-8.
1*See especially AG 4, 8, 15, 22.
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patrimonies found n varied “matrices of faith” such as the anctent
_um_nﬁmwn_._mﬁmm\ and insists that “this variety of local Churches, together
aspirng to urnuty lecclesiarum localium m unum CONSPIFans enzmma&mgoam
Clearly demonstrates the catholicity of the undivided Church” QL\O 23)

The Common Responsibility

The first draft on the Church, after initiai chapters on the nature of the
Church and on membership, had turned at once fo its hierarchical struc-
ture, m.wmmoam a revised draft was submitted to the second session of the
nocz.ﬂr it had been decided to place a chapter on the People of God be-
fore it entered upon differentiations within the Church. The doctrinal
commussion explamed that this chapter focused on the whole body of
n”m__g.mam\ clergy, religious, and laity, to whom all that it said in its con-
tinued meditation on the mystery applied. If this explanation can pre-
vent an understanding of the term “People of God” that applies 1t solel
to the laity, 1t remains that this placement draws attention to another oum
the mamn contributions of Vatican I1's ecclesiology, that the building u
of the Church and the fulfillment of its mission m the world is the smo%
of the whole body of believers. Historically, of course, this meant a
rehabilitation of the laity, much neglected in typical @R\.\nobnw:ma text-
books, which, as Yves Congar often commented, tended to turn ecclesi-
ology into “hierarchology,” treatises on the hierarchy.

~ Among the developments that led the council to this expanded
vision was, first, the liturgical movement whaose efforts <mmnm_wp I en-

dorsed when it set down a primar - et
: intent i
Liturgy: P y of its Constitution on the

Mother Church greatly desires that all the faithful be led to that full
conscious, and active participation m liturgical celebrations that is Q.m.,
Emsnmn\\w% the nature of the liturgy itself and for which the Christian
people, “a chosen race, a royat priesthood, a holy nation, a peopie God

has purchased” {1 Pt 2:9; see 2:4-5), ha . i
et oaprom Ge 18, ), have a right and duty in virtue of

MEM was an Hgﬁoﬁma recognition that it 1s the whole community of
nw_hn that th the subject or agent of worshup, so that the laity are not to be
€1ved as merely passive recipients or observers of li | acti

. of litur:
performed by the clergy. realactions

This particular applicati b 14
rplication to the liturey n
statement: 8y rests upon a more general

M,.m chosen wmom_m of God is one: “one Lord, one faith, one baptism”
{Eph 4:5); there is a common dignity as members deriving from their
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rebirth in Christ, a commeon grace that makes them children [of God],
one salvation, one hope and undivided charity. There 15, therefore, no
inequality i Christ and in the Church on the basis of nationality, social
condition or sex, because “there 1s neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free-
man, male nor female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28; see
Col 3:11).

If all in Church do not walk along the same path, all are called to
holiness and have received an equal faith m the righteousness of God
(see 2 Pt 1:1). Although by Christ’s will some are established as teach-
ers, dispensers of the mysteries and pastors for others, still there 1s
among all an equality in dignity and in the activity common to all the
faithful with regard to the building up ot the Body of Chnist (LG 32).7

Within the Church this grounds the set of fundamental rights and
duties of all Christians which have since been enshrined in the Code of
Canon Law.* But these rights and duties do not mark only the inner life
of the Church. The laity also have an apostolate, defined as “participa-
tion in the saving mussion of the Church,” and to it, the council says,
they “are commissioned by the Lord himself through baptism and con-
firmation” (LG 33). To this sacramental call the Decree on the Aposto-
fate of the Laity (Apostolicam actuositatern) adds a charismatic basis:

From the reception of these charisms, even the simplest ones, arises the
right and duty of any believer to exercise them 1n the Church and in the
world for the good of men and for the building up of the Church, i1 the
freediom of the Holy Spirit “who breathes where he will” (Jn 3:8) and at

7See also AA2:

As in the structure ot a living body no member 1s merely passive but shares
both in the life.and the activity of the body, so 1n the Body of Christ, which 1s
the Church, the whole body “makes bodily growth when each part 18 work-
ing properly” (Eph 4:16). Indeed, such 1s the connection and linkage of mem-
bers in this body that a member which does not work according to its ability
toward the growth of the body must be said to be useless to the Church and
to itself. In the Church there is a diversity of mirustry but a unity of nussion.

18See Codex Juris Canonici, canons 208-23. The only right mentioned in the concil-
iar documents that is not inciuded here 15 the one stated in the Decree on the Apos-
tolate of the Laity (Apostolicam actuositatert) 3: “From the reception of these charisms,
however simple they may be, there arises for every believer the nght and duty to
exercise them.” This may be the place to recall what Pope John Paul I said in the
apostolic constitution, Sacrae disciplinae leges, with which he promulgated the new
code. After noting that the code 15 an effort to transiate Vatican lI's ecclesiology mnto
canonical language, he said: “If, however, it is impossible to translate perfectty mto
canonical language the conciliar mmage of the Church, nevertheless the Code must
always be referred to this image as the prunary pattern whose outline the Code
ought to express insofar as it can be by its very nature.”
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the same time 1n commurtion with hi
: : his brethren mn Ct 1
with his pastors (AA 3). el espeaally

h These vindications of the co-responsibility of all members of the
_ urch have had therr effect 1n the opening of new opportunities for
ay peopie 5 the Eﬁmvw in catechesis, and 1n the governance of the
ﬂrcnnur. While this 1s certainly a welcome realization of the council’s
Intentions, the focus of the conciliar texts on the laity lies rather on thei
role m the world. This 1s clear in the very effort of the council, in LG .MH
to provide a typical description of the layperson that would \o beyo L
the banal sociological definition of them as all those who mﬁmmzon nwwﬁmu\

or religious. Their basic Christian dignity i i
ity 1s d :
calls them Christians gnity 1s described when the council

who, as incorporated into Christ by their baptism, constituted as the
People A.um God, and made sharers in their own way in the priest]

prophetical, and royal office of Christ, have their own role to E% m Sﬁ
frussion of the whole Christian people in the Church and in the M«Q.E -

”mcﬁ what is Q.Hmﬂsnn.qm about the laity is thew “secular character.” that
is, zpm._ﬂ Em% live their Christian lives and undertake their Chr *.\

sponsibilities in the world as, typically, int
lar occupations. \

n re-
married and employed in secu-

Itis Eﬁ..m that they are called by God to exercise therr own roje led b
the spirit of the Gospel, working from within, like a leaven .moH EM
m.m:n:wn.m:on of the world, and thus, especially by the S:Smmm‘ of their
lives, faith, hope, and love, they reveal Christ to others.

Hrm council here places the distinctive and irreplaceable role of the jait
in their daily efforts to redeem society, culture, and history. Itis, in :M.HH.:%
Mﬂ,mﬁmmq as those engaged n this activity in the world that mﬁu\ m:mm
ave a right and duty to bring their experience and the wisdom gained

m Hwﬁ as their necessary contribution to the inner life of the Orgnm )
e m”_Qm MMHHM ﬁw Mﬂmrmmﬁm and encourage the participation of ail in the
o st wor 0 .M .O.rE.ns at all levels was reflected in the council’s
ol oI sponsibility and for the establishment of structures to en-
. » On the parish level, the council called for structures, such

MM %MMMM ﬂn%ﬂﬁm_ﬁ\ wﬂno:mr which the laity could exercise their \BWE
e1r duty, to make known their views on matters concerni .

M:m good of the Church .Ahﬂ 37). Similarly, on the diocesan hm<m_m”.ﬂwwm.
mMMmmMM M.Mwmmwmm or nomawnnm of priests and pastoral councils nogwm%n of

, tous, and laity (CD 27). Finally, with r
ance of the whole Church, the council mocw_# to Hmmmﬁw“% mﬂ MMMMM% Mmmhmﬁw
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of the collegial character of the episcopate, that 1s, of the common re-
sponsibility for the whole Church of the whole body om Fmboﬂ.m\ nﬁ.ﬂMﬂ
out both by the faithful fulfillment of their Hmmmuobm:u::_m.m 1n therr indi-
vidual dioceses and by such forms of collective responsibility as epis-
copal conferences and the Synod of Bishops. i

Once again, these emphases on participation and co-responsibility
reflect the council’s renewed interest in the local churches in which the
mystery of the Church 1s realized. It does not see the Church as a vast
multinational religious corporation with central headquarters in Rome,
branch offices 1n major cities, and retail shops in panishes. The gather-
g of the People of God mto communion in the nystery of God takes
place locally as the word of God is preached and faith 1s mmﬁmHmﬁmﬁ‘mmm
the power of the Spirit renews hope, as the love of God creates love for
God in return and love of the brethren, as this new people, so defined
and so constituted, realizes an at least partial transformation of the d.a.o_.i&
m which it arises. Within this process there are &mmumz._ﬁ H.mm@.obmpgrﬁmm\
variously grounded 1n the sacraments (baptism, confirmation, orders)
and in special gifts or charisms; but all make the Church come to be
and all help it to make a difference in the world. The Church that comes
from the Holy Trinity (Ecclesia de Trinitate) 1s the Church that arises
from among human bewngs (Ecclesia ex xo.:ﬁﬁw:m& the one Church
whose constitutive principles make up the wuversal form of the churches
is the Church that arises in and out of the many local churches.

Primacy and Collegiality

Circumstances prevented the Vatican ﬂoms& I, after its definition
of the junisdictional primacy and of the Emm:;u.ﬁ exercaise of the ﬁmmn:m
ang office of the pope, from moving on to a mpmnzm,ﬁ.on of the role o
bishops. From the beginning it was expected that /.\mﬂnm_.b I EoEQ at-
tempt to provide this necessary complement. The difficulty of thus task,
which made the history of the third chapter of Lunien gentitim one of
the most controversial in the whole course of Vatican II, lay, first, in the
need fully to respect the teaching of Vatican I and, second, i the fact
that between the two councils the papal role and an accompanying
mystique of the papacy had grown to such an extent that .m_:.m Impres-
sion could be gained that the whole Church was personified in the
pope and that its governance was a Wos._mﬁ. EoE.uHuoa\. , .

The teaching of Vatican [I, n LG 3, begins with the n_mmw mnﬁwgm:

that its teaching on the episcopate will be set out as a continuation OM
the teaching of Vatican I on the governance and teaching mc.%oﬁww 0

the pope, which if again proposes for belief (LG 18). ﬁm.qmmﬁ.%:m mo ow
on Christ’s gathering of the apostles and on the continuation of their

The Significance of Vatican Council JT for Ecclesiology 87

munustry 1n their successors, the bishops. The important statement 1s
then made that the three offices of the bishop (teaching, governing, and
sanctifying) are radically communicated by episcopal ordination, an ef-
fort to overcome the dichotomy suggested by the common preconciliar
teaching that only the third of these was communicated by the sacra-
ment of orders while the first two were the result of papal delegation.
The necessary unity with the pope this theory wished to defend was
mnstead stated by the council in terms of “hierarchical communion with
the head and members of the college” (LG 21). The three episcopal of-
fices are later described at some length (LG 25-27).

The college of bishops embodies and makes still present the college of
apostles represented by the Twelve. The council used a nontechnical and
rather elastic notion of this “college.” That the successors of the apostles
constitute a “stable body” was proved by history, as m the ancient forms
of communion among the bishops and with the pope, the holding of re-
gional and general councils, the emergence of patriarchates, and, more
recently, the establishment of conferences of bishops (LG 22-23). The
delicate task the council faced was that of defining the authority of the
episcopal college in such a way as not to infringe upon the primatiai
role of the pope. Rather than offering a speculative resolution of the dif-
ficulty, the council was content to sef out the terms that any such theory
must take into account (LG 23-24). On the one hand, the pope has “full,
supreme, and universal power over the Church, which he may always
freely exercise.” On the other hand, “the order of bishops, . . . inunion
with its head, the Roman Pontiff, and never without this head, is also
the subject of full and supreme power over the whole Church, a power
which can only be exercised with the consent of the Roman Pontiff.”
During and after the council, theologians and canonists have debated
how to reconcile and synthesize these two statements, which the council
was content sumply to state as the terms of the debate. These theoretical
debates have been matched on more practical levels by discussions and
even controversies about the relative authority of the pope, individual
bishops, and regional forms of collegality, such as episcopal confer-
ences. As the council itself did not settle the theoretical debates then, so
also its teachungs, by themselves, do not provide answers to the practi-
cal controversies since. The chief challenge, then as now, is to reconcile
the demands of unity and the requirements of diversity.

During the council, Joseph Ratzinger acutely distinguished two
ways of approaching the question.” The one that came to domnate

"Joseph Ratzinger, “Die bischéfliche Kollegualitit nach der Lehre des Zweiten

Vatikanischen Konzils,” Das newe Volk Gottes: Entwiirfe zur Bkklesiologie (Dusseldort:
Patmos, 1970) 184-7.
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the modern era is universalistic and conceives the governance of the
Church on the model of a central administration, monarchical under
papalism, more corporate under one modern view of no:mmwng The
other view, typical of patristic ecclesiology, focuses on the realization of
the full mystery of the one Church as a communion of the many locat
churches, and so derives the theology of the :.;qu_mm‘% unity in the
Church from a theology of communion rather than vice versa. Both
views were represented in the debates on primacy and episcopacy and
in the final texts of the council, and they continue to be defended
today®

The Church and the World

The council did not entitle its pastoral constitution The Church in
the World, but The Church in the Modern World. With this mmo_.,ﬁ the
council sought to provide general principles and guidelines for the task
that Pope John XXIII had challenged it to undertake: to take a new look
at the world in which the Church now lived, to offer an m<m_:msn~s of
its strengths and needs, to exanune the appropriateness to thus EOHE of
its pastoral attitudes, mﬁmﬁmmﬁm\ and institutions, to reform what S.mm
no longer appropriate, and to be willing at once to learn from the Eou,,_.&
even as if sought to teach it. The result was Gaudium et spes, the text n
which, more than any other, the council agreed to follow the Pope in
his rejection of “the prophets of doom.” o

The document begins with an expression of the Church’s solidarity
with “the joys and hopes and the sorrows and anxieties of people
today” and then sets out upon an anatysis of the strengths and weak-
nesses of the social and cultural transformations underway. The Church
is now living in a more dynanuc world, marked by the effort to in-
crease human control over nature and “to establish a political, social
and economic order that will be of ever greater service to people and
will help individuals and groups to affirm and cultivate their own dig-
nity” (GS 6-9). It 1s within this movement of conscious effort to trans-
form and to direct human history that Gaudium et spes sets out the
Christian understanding of the human person, the human community,

0Zee also Hervé Legrand, “Collégialité des evéques et commurion Qmm..mm:mmm
dans la reception de Vatican II,” Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiquies 75
(1991} 545-67; for an example of the practical debates, see Joseph A. WoBonnsm.F
“The Roman Working Paper on Episcopal Conferences,” Episcopal Conferences: His-
torical, Canonical, and Theotogtcal Studies, ed. Thomas J. Reese (Washington, D.C..
Georgetown Uruversity Press, 1989) 177-204.
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and human history in order then to discuss the Church’s task i the
modern world (chs. 1-4). While sociologically informed, the approach
has as its theological basis a christological anthropology nicely summed
up in the statement that “it is only in the mystery of the Incarnate Word
that the mystery of the human being 1s truly made cleat” (GS 22). The
intent throughout 15 to correct mistaken modern tendencies, found
among both believers and unbelievers, to counterpose the sovereignty
of the Creator and the self-responsibility of individuals and groups,
what might be called their created autonomy. The classic Christian doc-
trine of freedom, sin, and redemption 1s here extended beyond the in-
dividual to include the collective human self-project.

There are at least two respects m which the method and the content
of Gaudium et spes are significant for ecclesiology. The first is on the
level of ecclesiology as lived, the basic attitudes and strategies that de-
fine the Church’'s activity in the world. Following Pope John’s lead, the
council largely refrained from the suspicious, negative, and defensive
posture that had marked the Catholic subculture before; instead, it
adopted a method of dialogue reflecting 1ts judgment that the Spinit of
God is not absent from modern developments (see GS 26) and enabling
it to describe in paragraph 44 what the Church can learn from the
world. While generally positive and hopeful, the presentation is not, as
some would later complan, “naively optimistic”; it does not refrain
from often quite critical remarks on 1mbalances and failures in the
modern world and on the mistaken views of God and of humans that
frequently lie behind them. But its response was a positive and confi-
dent statement of what the Church has to offer both through its mes-
sage about Christ and through its own life of faith, hope, and love.

A particularly controversial example of the change n theory and
practice that the council adopted 1s found in its teaching on religious
freedom. As late as the mid-1950s, mdeed even in the official schema
on the Church prepared for the council, the 1deal relation between

- Church and state was presented as one i whach the Catholic Church is

established as the official state religion, the state supports 1t financially
and juridically, and the state may use its coercive power to prevent or
to restrict the public activities of other religious bodies. The most that
could be allowed would be “toleration” of mistaken religions i order
to preserve public peace. Efforts to revise this theory and the corre-
sponding practice were consistently resisted.

In its Declaration on Religious Freedom ( Dignitatis hwmanae), the
council dethroned the preconciliar ideal. It asserted the right to reli-
gious freedom both of individuals and of religious bodies on the basis
of the dignity of the human person, the freedom of the act of faith, and
the juridical incompetence of the state mn religious matters. While it did
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not utterly reject the possibility of a confessional state, this would have
to allow other religions something more than mere “toleration,” namely,
genuine religlous freedom and an equal share in the state’s support.
The freedom of the Church would be guaranteed m general constitu-
tional and statutory guarantees of religious freedom. Paul VI put it well
at the end of the council when in his remarks to leaders of governments
he replied to his own question: “What does the Church ask of you? It
asks only for freedom, the freedom to believe and to preach its faith,
the freedom to live and to bring its message of life to people.”” With
this teaching, as some remarked at the time, the Church was leaving
“the age of Constantine.”

On the level of reflective ecclesiology, the method and teaching of
Gaudium et spes are significant because they require that a theology of
the Church mciude, and not simply as an afterthought, a consideration
of the Church in the world. Certainly, an ecclesiology will have to con-
sider the formal constituents of what Lumen gentium called “the image
of the wnuversal Church,” that is, the generative principles, divine and
human, that make the Church the distinctive reality that it is. But just as
mdividuals become Christians mn the concrete circumstances and under
the concrete conditions that define and distinguish their particular
lives, so the Church 1s never generated except In particular places, at
particular times, and in face of particular historical challenges. The
Church never comes to be except in the world, which means, of course,
that the churches never come to be except mn their particular worlds. In
the concrete genesis of the Church in the churches, the world does not
appear at some second moment and, as it were, "“out there,” as the ob-
ject of redemptive concern. The genesis of the Church 1s a momentin, a
dimension of, the genesis of the world. Its very exastence is supposed to
make the world different.

It would be a mistake, then, to 1magine a tension, much less a di-
chotomy, between the texts of the council that, to use a not entirely
happy distinction made at the time, speak of the Feclesta ad intra and
those that speak of the Ecclesia ad extra, to contrast a theological to a
sociological or historical approach to the Church, or to divide the theo-
logical notions of the Church up between these two pretended opposi-
tions. It 1s true, of course, that some notions direct attention more
clearly than others to one or another of these dimensions, but it is a
single dynamuc historical agent that these dimensions constitute and
these notions describe. The People of God that 1s the sacrament of
Christ’s redemptive presence in the world is the same Church that 1s

N See Acta Apostolicae Sedis 58 (1966) 10-11; Abbott, Documents of Vatican II, 729~
30.
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communion in the mystery of God, and the communion with God and
among human beings that constitutes the Church’s distinctive reality
and that it celebrates in its central worship 1s what the pilgrim people
are to bring to the world by prociaiming it in word and embodying it in
life and service. The Church that the world needs is the Church that 1s
most distinctively itself, and what distinguishes the Church 1s what
most directly and immediately relates it to the world of human history.
The mystery of the Church 1s realized in the history of the world.
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