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Vatican II as an “‘event”

The lived “experience” of Vatican Il was in part a dramatic
struggle over varying ideas about what the Council ought 1o be, to
do, and to say. Also, this struggle did not end with the Council—it

continues today.

The fourth annual Henti de Lubac Lecture in Historical Theology, delivered at Saint

Louis University on Febrnary 11, 1999

hirty years ago, on May 29, 1969,

only three and a half years after the

close of the Second Vatican Coun-
cil, Henri de Lubac gave a lecture here as
part of the closing ceremonies in celebra-
tion of the 150th anniversary of Saint
Louis University.' The title of his speech as
published in Theology Digest was “The
Crisis in the Church”—a topic, he ex-
plained in the expanded French version,
“suggested to him by the academic author-
1ties” who had invited him. I refer to this
lecture not only because Henri de Lubac’s
name honors the series in which you have
kindly mvited me to speak, but because it
was the fullest statement of the great
French theologian’s concern about what
was happening in the Catholic Church in

the years after the Council,? at which, of

course, he had played an important role.
‘That something dramatic was happening
in the Catholic Church was certainly clear
enough by then. Two other heroes of the
French theological revival also published
books around the same time with signifi-
cant titles: The Decomposition of Catholi-
cism (Louis Bouyer) and Au milieu des or-
ages ({"Amid the Storms”] Yves Congar).

When published both in the Nouvelle
Revue Théologique and then in expanded
book form, de Lubac’s title was changed to
L’Eglise dans la crise actuelle (“The
Church in the Present Crisis™) The change

clarifies one of his intentions, which was to
present the troubles of the post-conciliar
era in light of the general crisis of the late
1960s. De Lubac was speaking only a year
after the May 1968 disturbances, which
had thrown the university life of France
into disarray and had come close to bring-
ing down the de Gaulle government.
Americans will remember the chaos on out
own campuses, the assassinations of Mar-
tin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy,
and the drama of the two political conven-
tions that same year. “We are witnessing,”
de Lubac wrote, “a crisis of civilization”
Relying on Erik Weil and Paul Ricoeur, he
saw It as a reaction to the reduction of rea-
son to a means-focused calculation that ig-
nores questions about meaningful ends and
so has provoked, “as an alternative to the
unpleasant reality of dehumanization and
reification, the abstract dream of pure un-
regulated existence” (Weil), “the radical
protest of the beatnik or the absurdity of a
purposeless crime” (Ricoeur), a “universal
cortfrontation” (de Lubac).

It was not surprising, de Lubac argued,
that this crisis had evoked sympathy
among some Christians, who could be ex-
pected to react against so dehumanizing a
system. What was surprising was that “this
same crisis has resounded with such great
force even within the Church and against
the Church™; the oddity was that even
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while fascinated by the world that was be-
ing so strongly contested, Christians were
turning that same spirit of confrontation
against the community of faith “A bifter and
vindictive disposition,” sparing nothing, was
being directed against the church’s past and
present, indiscriminately attacking its struc-
tures of authority, neglecting all the positive
things it had accomplished over the cen-
turies, odiously misrepresenting its history,
turning its radition from “a living actualiz-
ing force” into “the waste-products of a dead
past,” regarding its authority as alien and
tyrannical, the statements of its magisterium
as abusive, the subjects of bitter debate, re-
jection, even public opposition. “T am
amazed,” he concluded his description,

at the good conscience of so many of
the church’s children who, without
ever having done anything great
themselves, without having thought
or suffered, without taking the time
to reflect, each day make them-
selves, to the applause of the crowds
outside, the accusers of their Mother
and their brethren

“The whole future of the Church,” de
Lubac 1nsisted,

all the fruitfulness of its mission, all
that it can and should bring to the
world, depend today on an energetic
revival of the faith To liberate the
Christian consciousness from a mot-
bid negativism, from a depression
that is corroding it, from an inferioz-
ity complex that is paralyzing it,
from a web of ambiguities that is sti-
fling it, is the first condition for the
renewal the Church desires.

Such arenewal, of course, had been the
intention of the Second Vatican Council,
and everyone appeals to it, de Lubac said,
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but in different ways. “In fact,” he wrote,

it is little known, little followed.
Many who claim to be the only ones
to take it seriously sneer at it today.
From the very beginning, a distort-
ing interpretation of it began to
spread. Those who participated
closely in 1t know this.

He then 1llustrated the point by refet-
ence in particular to the Constitutions on
Divine Revelation, on the Church, and on
the Church in the Modern World

De Lubac knew that by such remarks he
risked being called “a ‘conservative’ or ‘re-
actionary’ or ‘integrist’ or simply ‘out of
date’”; and indeed, “fearful” and “reac-
tionary” are words recently used to desctibe
his view of the post-conciliar period? This
characterization shows that the debate with-
in the church about the meaning and validi-
ty of the Second Vatican Council continues,
carried on today both in publications and in
various websites on the Internet. I wish to
speak today about some of the issues in-
volved in interpreting and evaluating the
Council, particularly with respect to the role
that critical history might play, My intention
18 less that of offering my own assessment
than of suggesting some of the method-
ological issues involved.

What do we mean by “Vatican I**?

I will begin with the three terms that de-
fined the program of a symposium on the
Council that was held in Bologna in De-
cember 1996: event, experience, and final
documents.* The last two are the easiest to
understand. “Experience” refers to con-
temporary intentions, motives, encounters,
decisions, and actions during the Council;
the “final documents” are the product of
that experience. The two terms differ, of
course, in that while the final documents
survive in the black marks on white paper,



the experience is now part of the past and
has to be reconstructed by the patient crit-
ical work of historians As important as
this reconstruction may be for the interpre-
tation of the final documents, the latter
have an objectivity and continued exis-
tence that is not contained in the experi-
ence, which no longer exists except in the
threatened form of ever fewer and ever
fainter personal memories

“Event” I take to represent a different
category. I mean it not in the sense of a
simple occurrence but in the sense of a
“noteworthy” occurrence, one that has
consequences. After a period in which
I'histoire événementielle (event-centered
history) appeated to have been banished in
favor of the study of la longue durée (the
longer cycle), there is now visible among
the works of historians a “return of the
event,” “a revival of narrative,” to cite the
titles of two famous essays’ These have
been accompanied by an impressive body
of historiographical literature, as reflected
in two recent symposia on the meaning of
the term “event.”* The topics under discus-
ston are varied: the relationship between
continuity (structures, mentalités) and dis-
continuity (ruptures), the age-old question
of the relations among “data,” “facts,” and
“events”; the criteria by which to discern
among historical occurrences those that
qualify as “events”; the possibility of con-
structing a typology of “events”; the rela-
tion between contemporaries’ experience,
interpretation, and evaluation of historical
moments and the historian’s judgments
about their character as “events,” which

raises in a different form the question of

the “objectivity” of historical reconstruc-
tion; and the issue raised by Pierre Nora
and others: the ability of the media o
shape or even to “create” events.

In almost all of the literature, the asump-
tion is that an “event” represents novelty,
discontinuity, a “rupture,” a break from rou-

tine, causing surprise, disturbance, even
traurna, and perhaps initiating a new 1ou-
tine, a new realm of the taken-for-granted.
In Pierre Grégoire’s words, an event is

a dynamic phenomenon or situation
which varies enough in space and
time to be perceived or undergone
by the individuals involved Conse-
quently, for an event to be identified
as such, it has to be detached in one
way or another from the whole set
of repetitions and regulatities that
constitute the course of daily life”

“An event,” says Paul Veyne, “is differ-
ence .. An event is anything that does not
go without saying.™

As sociology once accompanied and
was used to legitimate the near-abandon-
ment of events for the sake of studying
structures, mentalities, and the longer cycle,
so the return of the event in historiography
has been accompanied by the development
in the last two decades of what is called
“historical sociology.” Within that move-
ment William H Sewell has begun to work
out a theory of “events™ that has clear affimi-
ties with the developments in historiogra-
phy just summarized ® Sewell conceives of
events as “‘sequences of occurrences that re-
sult in transformations of structures.” Such
a sequence begins with “a rupture of some
kind” which “produces reinforcing ruptures
in other locations”; these ruptures then

spiral into transformative historical
events when a sequence of interre-
lated ruptures disarticulates the pre-
vious structural network, makes re-
pair difficult, and makes a novel
rearticulation possible.

Sewell illustrates his theory by a consider-
ation of how the event at the Bastille on
July 14, 1789, was transformed into that
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permanent change known as the French
Revolution

That Vatican II constituted an “event” in
this sense would seem clear and hardly in
need of demonstration. Even independent-
ly of what Pope John XXTI intended the
Council to be, the very calling of it was a
surpnise, a break with the normal life of the
church. The announcement was met by
both hope and fear. As the Council began to
unfold, the same character revealed itself,
particularly in the several dramatic mo-
ments of the first session: the pope ’s open-
ing speech; the postponement of the elec-
tion of conciliar commissions; the vote on

the liturgy schema; the severe criticism of

the De fontibus text and its removal from

the conciliar agenda; the appointment of

the coordinating committee to review all
the preparatory material and to prepare a
coherent agenda. As is clear from their ac-
counts and journals and in essays on the
Council during its course, contemporaries
sensed that something new and unusual
was happening. People spoke of a histori-
cal turning point: the end of the Counter-
Reformation or of the Tridentine era, the
end of the Middie Ages, the end even of the
Constantinian era. (I pass over the historio-
graphical implications of the prayer for a
“new Pentecost”!) Needless to say, the me-
dia made this novelty the main part of their
story; Vatican II was front-page “news.”
This is also true of the post-conciliar pe-
riod for which, within five years, articles

and books began to be written, some of

which enthusiastically spoke of the “new
Church,” “the Church of the future,” “a
new Christendom,” while others noted
with displeasure what they variously called
decomposition, crisis, disaster, apostasy,
etc. It is now a commonplace of histories,
biographies, and autobiographies to speak
of the Council as a watershed; 20th-centu-
1y church history is now divided into two
periods: pre-conciliar and post-conciliar,
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The multi-volume History of Vatican 11
now being published gives as the subtitle of
its first volume: Toward a New Era in
Catholicism." At the 1996 Bologna confer-
ence and elsewhere, important papers have
been given on Vatican II as an “event.””
But, as it turns out, opinions are not
unanimous. There are, roughly speaking,
three types of interpretations of the Coun-
cil,” enly two of which refer to the Council
as an “event,” a break with earlier routine.
Progressives interpret it as a good thing, the
long-overdue accommodation of Catholi-
cism to the modern world; traditionalists
see it as a bad thing, the capitulation of
Catholicism to principles and movements it
had rightly resisted for 150 years. For both,
the Council was a watershed event. A third
interpretation, which I have called “re-
formist,” plays down the eventful character
of the Council as a break or rupture with tra-
dition. According to Cardinal Joseph
Ratzinger, whose opinion is somewhat sim-
ilar to de Lubac’s, the elements of disconti-
nuity have been exaggerated by people who
insist on some vague thing called the “spir-
it of the Council” while ignoring “the au-
thentic texts of the authentic Vatican I1.”

This schematism of a before and afier
in the history of the Church, wholly
unjustified by the documents of Vati-
can II, which do nothing but reaffirm
the continuity of Catholicism, must be
decidedly opposed. There is no “pre-"
or “post”-conciliar Church; there is but
one, unique Church that walks the path
toward the Lord, ever deepening and
ever better understanding the treasure
of faith that he himself has entrusted to
her. There are no leaps in this history,
there are no fractures, and there is no
break in continuity. In no wise did the
Council intend to introduce a temporal
dichotomy in the Church *
The Cardinal’s perspective is largely theo-



logical and focused on the fidelity of the
Council’s texts to the ancient and norma-
tive faith. From a different perspective, fo-
cused on the church’s attitude to the mod-
ern world but still referring principally to
the conciliar texts, the French historian
Emile Poulat maintains that at most, Vati-
can 1 departed from one particular tradi-
tion; what is more obvious to him, some

years after the Council, is the persistence of

the intransigent model characteristic of
modern anti-liberal Catholicism ** It would
seem, then, that whether Vatican II really
constituted an “event” is open to debate.
Differences here in no small part depend
on what is meant by “Vatican II”” and par-
ticularly on whether what defines it is to be
found primarily in its final texts or in the ex-
perience of both the Council and its after-
math. The progressives and traditionalists
focus mainly on the conciliar and post-con-
ciliar experience, which the former see as
liberation and the latter as capitulation. The
extreme traditionalists find capitulation
even in the conciliar fexts themselves,
which some of the progressives also crifi-
cize for falling short of the “spirit” of Vati-
can I because of the many compromises
made in order to placate a resistant conciliar
minority. The reformists, such as Cardinal
Ratzinger and the later de Iubac, certainly
are not unaware of the dramatic changes

that have taken place in the everyday life of

Catholicism, but they tend to blame them
on the highjacking of the Council by ex-
treme progressives, which in tarn gave and
gives traditionalists reasons for rejecting the
Council itself; and they wish to restore
some equilibrium by invoking the conciliar
texts as the principal criterion for defining
and understanding the Council. The pur-
pose here, of course, is not primarity histor-
ical but normative.

In these three views, the main focus
tends to fall on the relationship between the
texts the Council produced and the experi-

ence of the Council. Similarly, it was in part
a conviction that “Vatican II”’ cannot be un-
derstood solely or perhaps even primarily
by reference to its final texts but has to be
understood also in terms of the often con-
flictual intentions, experiences, actions, and
encounters of participants that led to the
five-volume History of Vatican II, which is
now in course of publication ' I will argue
here, however, that the question of the
meaning of Vatican II cannot be resolved
simply on the basis of these two terms, texts
and experience—or, if you prefer, “letter”
and “spirit”—but requires critical attention
to the third category—Vatican II as an
eveni—which is not reducible to either of
the other two terms. 1 will make my case
primarily on historiographical grounds.

The final docoments

It would seem that the final texts of the
Council provide a straightforward and eas-
ily applied criterion: if you wish to know
what the Council was and did, lock to
what it actually said. Cardinal Ratzinger
was not wrong when he pleaded that ap-
peals to a vague “spirit of the Council” be
controlled by the “letter” of its texts. “The
spirit of Vatican II” is sometimes taken to
mean what certain people wanted the
Council to say, what it would have said if
not impeded by intransigent conservatives,
or what it would say today about issues
that have arisen since it closed.” The 16
texts of Vatican II represent what the par-
ticipants in the Council, for good or for il
did agree to say, and they are legitimately
invoked as a now fixed expression of its
intentions and authoritative decisions.

It has also to be admitted that there is an
ancient principle in both canonical and
civil law that a text is to be interpreted furst
in its most obvious and literal sense. This
hermeneutic finds a parallel in recent theo-
ries of art and literature that propose ignor-
ing or at least not favoring authorial inten-

Vatican II as an “event” 341



tion; the text is what counts, and the au-
thor’s intention, if not utterly irrelevant,
does not exhaust its meaning. One could
imagine an interpretation of the conciliar
texts which would proceed in accordance
with either of these two hermeneutical tra-
ditions; and perhaps something of this is
what is intended when we are urged 1o re-
turn to the “letter” of Vatican IL

The old legal theory did maintain, how-
ever, that when a genuine question about the
meaning of a text arises, recourse must be
had to the intention of the legislator. In our
case this would mean attending to the redac-
tional history of the conciliar texts, which,
after all, did not fall ready-made from heav-
en. They are the result of a history which
runs at least from the antepreparatory con-
sultation, through the official preparatory
texts, through the revisions made during the
Council, down to the final promulgation.
Anyone who has worked on the final texts
knows that their full meaning can often be
found only when they are placed within this
redactional history. What has been changed,
added, eliminated in this process often pro-
vides helpful indications of what was in-
tended in the final texts, for many of which
we have also explicit testimonies from the
revising bodies of what successive texts
meant and of what various changes in them
signified.”™ These are, it hardly needs to be
said, enormously important for a hermeneu-
tic of the texts, history now itself becoming
an mdispensable element in their interpreta-
tion. In many of these redactional histories,
the differences between the texts officially
prepared and the final texts are great enough

for one to be able to speak at times of

“break” or “discontinuity ” This is true not
only of what they said but also of the style
and tone in which they said it, a point perti-
nently made by John O’Maliey "

But there is still another consideration.
Many if not all of the more significant con-
ciliar texts are part of a history larger than
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the one that began with the preparatory pe-
riod or with the antepreparatory consulta-
tion, and they are larger also than a history
that ends with their promulgation. Consid-
er a historical hermeneutic of Dei verbum.
One way to begin is with the text De fon-
tibus revelationis that was prepared by the
Preparatory Theological Commission A
whole set of questions will arise as soon as
it is compared with the Council’s Dogmat-
ic Constitution, among them: how did it
happen that the Council, which was ex-
pected to say what was said in De fontibus,
said finally what is said in Dei verbum;
where are the points of continuity, of dis-
continuity, etc.? But then there is the ques-
tion about the De fontibus text itself: Why
did it treat the questions it discussed? Why
did it adopt the positions it took? Answers
to these questions may lead us back to the
antepreparatory consultation, which in
turn will open upon larger questions about
recent interpretations of the Bible, ecu-
menical relations, etc. And these open
upon a still larger history, which will in-
clude the encyclical Divino afflante Spiri-
tu, the decrees of the Pontifical Biblical
Commission, Pascend: and Lamentabili,
the Modernist crisis, the rise of historical
criticism, the relation between scripture
and tradition in post-tridentine Catholi-
cism, the crisis of the Reformation-—be-
hind which, of course, lies a still eathier
history. But perhaps enough has been said
to indicate how large the series can be
made within which to make sense both of
the text De fontibus and the conciliar text
Dei verbum, and to warrant the conclusion
that the latter text was certainly intended to
do something other than simply “reaffirm
the continuity of Catholicism.”

The experience of the Council

If we turn now to the other term, “expe-
rience,” things are even more complex. Of-
ten used in the smgular, the term would



seem to refer to “what happened during
Vatican II,” now considered to be some-

thing larger than the simple preparation of

the final documents The term “experi-
ence,” or terms like it, was used at the time
of the Council, as, for example, in descrip-
tions of what happened to many bishops
who found themselves meeting for the first
time in their lives in and as a Council.”
Even then, however, this usage was decep-
tive because it reduced to a single experi-
ence, and a single experience of a certain
type, what was in fact a plurality and a va-
riety of individual experiences. It was the
experience of the majority which was con-
sidered to count as “Vatican I ” Most of the
first accounts and histories of the Council
were written by the “‘victors.”

But what now, almost 35 years later, do
we mean by Vatican II as an “experience”?
It we initially restrict ourselves again to the
interval from January 25, 1959, to Decem-
ber 8, 1965, the term may refer to all that
happened af the Council as lived by its par-
ticipants during that time frame. But two
difficulties arise at this point. The first is the
problem sometimes referred to by histori-
ographers as that of “abstraction” in history.
Many years ago the American historian
Carl Becker pointed out that Caesar’s cross-
ing of the Rubicon, apparently a simple and
certain “fact” of history, in fact is “a gener-
alization of a thousand and one simpler
facts.”™ Similarly, Paul Veyne notes that the
“French Revolution™ is a term used to cov-

er “an aggregate of little facts.”” Neither of

these two observations renders the use of a
single covering term illegitimate, but they
do urge caution upon us when we use a
term like “Vatican II” and perhaps particu-
larly when we are tempted to speak of it as
having been a single “experience.”

Apart from the moments at which the
participants took official and collective ac-
tion, it is difficult to speak of a single “ex-
perience” of the Council. If this term is bro-

ken down into intentions, motives, encoun-
ters, decisions, actions, we will be struck by
the diversity of experiences that may be
imagined or reconstructed in the two popes,
the 2,500 bishops, the thousands of experts,
functionaries, observers, auditors, journal-
ists, etc. and the hundreds or thousands of
encounters that constituted the daily tissue
of the Council. It is probable that the major-
ity of participants have left no traces of their
contemporary “experience” of the Council.
Among those who did leave some trace,
historical reconstruction will surely discov-
et that what they lived and experienced var-
ied considerably, not only because of per-
sonal backgrounds but also because of the-
ological or ideological orientation and be-
cause of the degrees and manners of ther
participation. Some of them will have been
major protagonists, others quite minor

Some will have been members of the “pro-
gressive” majority, others of the “conserva-
tive” minority, still others somewhere in the
middle. There will have been not inconsid-
erable differences within these three camps

We are very far from having accomplished
the very first, and merely preliminary, his-
torical task of assembling and interpreting
the materials that will give us access to their
contemporary “experiences” of the Coun-
cil. Tt will be tempting, whether now at this
incomplete first stage or later when it 1s far-
ther advanced, to select out of all these ex-
periences certain ones that will be consid-
ered the expetience of the Council,

On the other hand, one might anticipate
that from the varied reconstructed experi-
ences of the Council there will emerge a
common experience of discontinuity, in
whatever way it is to be interpreted or eval-
uated. For example, the experiences of Car-
dinals Bea and Ottaviani with regard to the
fate of the De fontibuss text one may expect
to have been quite varied—the first joyful,
the second disappointed. But these would
be vatied personal responses to a common
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fact: that the text prepared by Ottaviani and
opposed by Bea had been removed from
the conciliar agenda and remanded to a
mixed commission. Similarily, the coup
d’église that was accomplished at the first
session would have been experienced dif-
ferently by the “victors” and the “van-
quished”; but the fact would remain that

those who had controlled the preparation of

the Council had lost control of the Council
itself to those who had been largely extra-
neous to its preparation. In both cases, then,
the first session will have been experienced
as an “‘event,” a break with routine

Experience and the historian’s “‘event”

But should a critical history of the
Council aim for a reconstruction of the
“experience” of the Council? For that re-
construction will merely attain the (partial)
information about the Council which was
communicated in various ways by (some
of) those who participated in it. This is not
vet critical history, which aims at a round-

ed view of what was under way, a view of

which few if any of the participants may
have been fully aware. This is the critical
point at which the historian’s judgment
cannot be limited to what even the chief
and most influential protagonists intended
or experienced. Thus, for example, to de-
cide whether Vatican I was or was not an
“event,” that 1s, a rupture, it is not enough
to establish that this was what Pope John
XXIII and others intended or what still
others resisted, nor even to establish that
all or some of them experienced it as a
“rupture.” If their intentions in one direc-
tion or another are not irrelevant to the his-
torian’s judgment as to whether or not Vat-
ican II was an “event,” they are only a part,
and perhaps not even the most important
part, of what must enter into that judg-
ment. For whether o1 not a rupture is tak-
ing place can be quite independent of the
intentions and experiences of participants
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and contemporaries Some who intend to
bring about a rupture may find that no rup-
ture has taken place; some who intend a
particular type of rupture may find that
quite another has taken place; some who
had no intention at all of effecting a rupture
may find that one has nevertheless taken
place Mikhail Gorbachev may have de-
sired Glasnost, but he does not seem to
have intended the dismemberment of the
Communist empire.

All this is fo say that a judgment about
whether or not Vatican II is an event, a
break, a rupture, a discontinuity, cannot rest
solely on the experiences, intentions, mo-
tives, etc of the participants in the Council.
This is a historical judgment, which means
that it is a historian’s judgment. History is
not simply the reproduction of contempo-
raries’ experiences; it 1s a judgment about
what contemporaries are quite often un-
aware of One might recall Paul Veyne’s
general remark, “the lived reality as it
comes from the hands of the historian is not
that of the actors,” and then apply to Vati-
can II his comments about the Battle of
Waterloo. As a historian tells this story, it is
not simply the sum total of the experiences
of Napoleon, Marshal Ney, ordinary sol-
diers, or canteen workers. Rather,

1t 1s a choice, and a critical choice, of
what witnesses saw .. From the tes-
timonies and documents the histori-
an cuts out the event he has chosen
to produce; that is why an event
never coincides with the cogito of
its actors and witnesses

The same is true of that “aggregate of
little facts” called “Vatican I1.” What a his-
torian calls that event does not simply co-
incide with the mtentions of John XXIII,
of Paul VI, of Cardinal Ottaviani, of Car-
dinal Bea, of Cardinal Suenens, of Cardi-
nal Lercaro, of Archbishop Lefebvre, of



Bishop Wojtyla, or of any or all of the oth-
er protagonists who have left various doc-
uments that are the traces through which
for now the Council is principally mediat-
ed and which soon will be the only means
by which the historian has access to it. To
investigate and publish their testimonies
will provide an indispensable mine of in-
formation for the historian who wishes (0
describe the “‘event” of Vatican IT; but his

description, in the form of a narrative of

the Council, will not coincide with any one
of these testimonies and will be something
other than the simple sum total of such tes-
timonies, if such a thing can even be 1mag-
ined. It is likely that the story that the his-
torian will quite legitimately desire to tell
is one of which none of them was aware.
History often tells what contemporaries
did not know or consciously “live.”

“Event” as episcde in a plot

There is another consideration that must
be taken into account if one believes that one
can apply to Vatican II the general observa-
tion made by Paul Veyne: “An event has
meaning only within a series,” to which he
immediately adds, “the number of series 1s
indefinite. . Carl Becker illustrates the
point with Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon:

It can’t mean anything except as it s
absorbed into the complex web of
circumstances which brought it into
being... Apart from these great
events and complicated relations, the
crossing of the Rubicon means noth-
ing, is not a historical fact properly
speaking at all. In itself 1t is nothing
for us; it becomes something for us,
not in itself, but as a symbol of some-
thing else, a symbol standing for a
long series of events which have to
do with the most intangible and -
material realities, viz: the relation
between Caesar and the millions of

people of the Roman world *

This means, in turn, that an event makes
sense only within a story. Here again Paul
Veyne makes the point crisply: “Since it
has a meaning, an event, whatever it is, im-
plies a context; it refers to a plot of which it
is an episode.” The story one wishes to tell
and the plot one assigns it determine what
will count as an “event” and what will not.
Change the story and the plot line, and
some incidents suddenly become impor-
tant while others recede into insignificance.
This T take to be simply another way of ex-
pressing the fact that the historian does not
begin by establishing the brute *“facts” and
then looking for their interconnections.
There are no brute “facts” in this sense;
there are only “traces,” “data,” which do
not “speak” on their own but are elevated
to the status of “evidence” only when a his-
torian approaches them with a question, a
hypothesis, a potential story to tell * This is
the essential and valid point made long ago
by Lucien Febvre when he spoke of the
historian as one

to whom Providence has supplied
no brute facts, facts extraordinarily
endowed with a perfectly defined,
simple, irreducible existence. It is
the historian who calls into exis-
tence even the humblest of histori-
cal facts

And elsewhere: “To work out a fact is
to construct. If you will, it is to supply an
answer to a question. And if there is no
question, there is only nothing It is only
the lingering legacy of positivism that still
arouses fears that this introduces the Tro-
jan horse of “subjectivity” into the pursuit
of an “objective” history or that makes
some people conclude that relativism 1s in-
escapable in history.*' Neither position ad-
mits that authentic subjectivity might tran-
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scend 1tself in objectivity.

What are some implications of these ob-
servations? A first is the crucial significance
of the time line chosen for the history of any
event, since any story, any narrative, must
have a beginning, a middle, and an end In
the case of Vatican II, that the story line
within which it is an episode begins before
the Council is taken for granted by almost
everyone from contemporary journalists to
critical historians today. The disagreement
arises over how far back to extend that time
line, a judgment which may depend on the
nature and content of the story one wishes
to tell. Different time lines may be appro-
priate for different conciliar documents:
how far back must one go, for example, to
render intelligible the issuing of Dignitaris
tumanae or of Dei verbum?

But the perhaps more interesting ques-
tion is whether the time line and so the sto-

ry within which one tries to make sense of

Vatican I should be considered to end on

December 8, 1965. For surely in the plot of

any story, the final scene is as important as
the first, and perhaps even more important
because in any drama it is the last act that
makes plain the meaning of the earlier acts.
Pethaps I may borrow from Hayden White
and Keith Jenkins the following argument »
Imagine a series of chronologically sequen-
tial facts or incidents—a b ¢ d e...n—-about
which one wishes to construct a narrative
that will go beyond mere chronology. The
incidents may be arranged in one of the fol-
lowing manners:

1. Abcde n
2 aBcde.n
3 abCde.n
4 abcDe.n
5.abcdE.n

In each of the five possibilities, the letter
capitalized in bold print indicates that a cer-
tam incident is being given privileged dra-
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matic status. Stressing one of these inci-
dents establishes relationships among them
all; it elevates the incident chosen from its
mere place in the chronological sequence
and gives it some sort of explanatory role
vis-a-vis the others: if “A” is chosen, the
explanation is likely to be causal; if “E” is
chosen, the explanation is likely to be tele-
ological. More than that, this choice may
also determine which of the other sequen-
ttal incidents deserves notice at all, because
some of them are “incidental” to the plot of
the story being told and may reasonably
and responsibly be left out.

When does the story end?

Apply this now to Vatican II. Does Vati-
can II appear at the end of one’s story, or
does the story continue? If one’s story ends
with Vatican II, one will certainly be tempt-
ed in the direction of a “Whig” interpreta-
tion, seeing the Council as the zelos of one’s
plot. But even apart from that temptation, of-
ten indulged, there is the simple fact that the
history of the church, the larger series with-
in which Vatican I is an episode, did not end
with the close of the Council. Is “Vatican II”
the same “event,” then, in 1999 as it was
thought to be in 19657 (I have heard it
claimed that “history” one day will regard
the pontificate of John Paul I as more sig-
nificant—more “eventful,” than the Second
Vatican Council.} It is not enough to say that
one wishes to tell only this one part of the
larger story, the one that includes only that
“aggregate of little facts” that occurred be-
tween 1959 and 1965. Here is where the pri-
mary importance of one’s story and its plot
becomes clear. All those “simpler facts™ are
facts only within the story one chooses to
tell, and the story, and where and how it
ends, will deternmne which of them receive
one’s attention and find a place in the final
narrative. Facts that are part of one story will
not enter into another.

The fact is that it is only by abstraction



that the phenomenon studied as “Vatican II”
can be considered to have ended with its fi-
nal solemn session. The passion often dis-
played in competing interpretations of the
Council today is very often a function of
what happened after the Council, with the

question of whether it happened because of

the Council being a major point at issue.
And in the case of both Ratzinger and
Poulat, the judgment that Vatican I should
not be considered an “event” in the sense of
a “rupture” rests very much on their assess-
ments of what happened after and even of
what is happening today. Most historians to-
day in fact approach the Council with an
awareness of what happened after it closed.
Nor should this be considered inappropri-
ate, Bernard Lonergan puts the point well:

It is the occurrence of later events that
place earlier events in a new perspec-
tive. The outcome of a battle fixes the
perspective in which the successive
stages of the battle are viewed; mili-
tary victory in a war reveals the sig-
nificance of the successive battles that
were fought; the soctal and cultural
consequences of the victory and the
defeat are the measure of the effects
of the war. So, in general, history is an
ongoing process. As the process ad-
vances, the context within which
events are to be understood keeps en-
larging. As the context enlarges, per-
spectives shift »

I wish to msist that this does not mean
simply that one mmight decide also to write
the history of the “reception” of Vatican II
as a later project covering the time span of
the decades since it closed. It also means
that what happened after the Council legiti-
mately influences one’s study of what hap-
pened during the Council. What Lonergan
calls the new “perspective” enabled by the
“enlarged context” yields new questions for

the sake of a different story. That new per-
spective enables one to notice things one
might not have noticed before, to drop
things an earlier perspective had highlight-
ed, to assign different weight to the same
things, to see interconnections not suspect-
ed before, etc. Febvie’s comment remains
pertinent: it is easy enough to describe what
you see; seeing what ought to be described
is the hard part. Without the questions en-
abled by a perspective, there is nothing.

These remarks are pertinent not only to
a discussion of the “event” character of Vat-
ican IT on a grand scale but also to the other
two elements in our discussion: the final
documents and the experience. Take the ex-
ample, already used, of Dei verbum. A crit-
ical history of this text will certainly place it
within a series that began long before the
Council was imagined. May it not also be
affected by what happened after the Coun-
cil closed? I mean here not only a discus-
sion of its “reception,” what influence it has
had on Catholic attitudes and habits with re-
gard to the scriptures, how it has affected an
understanding of the magisterium, what im-
pact it has had on ecumenical treatments of
the relation between scripture and tradition,
etc. I mean also, for example, the current
status of biblical hermeneutics, which are in
a rather different state than they were at the
time of the Council. Different questions are
being asked about the relation between his-
torical-critical methods and the use of the
Bible in the liturgy and catechesis, or about
interpretations of the Bible that may pre-
suppose historical-critical conclusions but,
refusing to be limited to them, explore var-
ious other, more literary, theological, and
spiritual readings—some of which are not
unlike the way in which the fathers and
monastic theologians approached and ap-
plied the scriptures.

The history of Catholic biblical inter-
pretation, in other words, does not end
with the promulgation of Dei verbum, and
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when this forther history is taken into ac-
count, one’s understanding of what was
under way in this regard at Vatican Il 1s al-
tered, precisely because the story contin-
ues. Now one might notice what 1s other-
wise unnoticed: that the two camps into

which the protagonists of the history of

Dei verbum are often divided may have
had moie in common than appeared. Both
of them placed primary emphasis on the
literal sense: one may have understood it
as a set of proof texts for theological argu-
ments, the other as what emerges when
one places them and their authors in his-
torical context. Alien to both camps was a
type of exegesis which sought to validate
the spiritual and typological interpretations
of scripture that prevailed in the patristic

and early medieval eras and in the use of

the Bible in the liturgy. Vatican I1 vindicat-
ed the historical-critical approach against
the suspicions of the dogmatists—a fact
most often pointed to as the real achieve-
ment of Dei verbum, particularly when its
history is thought to end with its promulga-
tion. But the recent developments in bibli-
cal hermeneutics remind one of another
part of the history of 20th-century Catholic
interpretations of the Bible, and this post-
conciliar development raises questions
about a dimension largely neglected in
commentaries on Dei verbum, its last chap-
ter, on the use of the Bible in the church In
this larger history, what “Vatican II” said or
did not say has different dimensions; a dif-
ferent story and plot suggest attention to
other incidents, positions, and protagonists
both at and before the Council.

The example llustrates that even the ap-
parently straightforward history of the
redaction of conciliar texts is more com-
plex than is often thought, and that the his-
torian’s determination of a time line for this
history is of crucial significance It is likely
that similar remarks could be made about
almost all of the Council’s final documents,
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which are “final” only on one time line and
within only one of many possible plots.

Similar remarks can be made about
what is called the “experience” of the Coun-
cil. Part of this was what I earlier called the
coup d’église, whereby bishops and theolo-
gians who were at best marginal and at
worst under active suspicion by Roman an-
thority became the leaders of the conciliar
event as it worked out. Toward the end of
the Council, cracks began to appear within
the phalanx of “progressive” theologians
(as they were known at the time), and with-
in five years or so of its close, these cracks
had widened into open breaks, of which the
two journals, Concilium and Communio,
may be taken as symbolic. Differences in
the interpretation of Vatican I played no
small part in this breach, not to mention dif-
ferences in the evaluation of what happened
afterward and in judgments about its refa-
tion to the Council

The appearance of this division within
the “progressive” ranks provides another
new perspective on what was happening
during Vatican I and yields new questions,
new hypotheses, for the sake of a fuller sto-
ty. For one thing, 1t calls into question the ad-
equacy of the common division of the con-
ciliar protagonists into “progressives’” and
“conservatives” and therefore complicates
the plot of the conciliar drama itself. One be-
comes more alert to the differences between,
say, a Congar or Chenu and a Daniélou or
de Lubac, or between a Rahner and a Rat-
zinger; and attention to such dtfferences may
yield new questions about a Dossetti and a
Kiing. One begins to read the writings of
these men more closely and carefully; one
becomes more alert to differences in theo-
logical methodology and i conciliar tactics
Dimensions of the contemporary “experi-
ence” of the Council that might have es-
caped one’s attention beforehand are now
noticed and may be reconstructed.

Another example can be found in a re-



cent book on the women auditors at Vati-
can I1* The research behind the book was
prompted by two post-conciliar phenome-
na: the influence of feminism on the
church and what the author interprets as
the present pope’s efforts to subvert Vati-
can II. Though insufficiently critical _andl
comprehensive, the book has the mert of
drawing attention to the activities of those
women, including their participation in
drafting conciliar texts which have re-
ceived less attention than they appear to
deserve: a neglected dimension of the con-
ciliar “experience.” Other examples might
be simply noted: since the Council, the
flourishing of the theology of the local
church directs attention and prompts new
questions about the ecclesiological dis-
putes at the Council; the rise of the church-
es of the southern hemisphere raises issues
easily overlooked when the largely “Notth
Atlantic” set of concerns is taken to define
the conciliar “experience”; the dispute
about whether the Council should be “doc-
trinal” or “pastoral” appears more complex
when post-conciliar interest in “incultura-
tion” is part of one’s horizon; the spread of
what is called *“post-modernity” gives new
dimensions to the familiar interpretation of
the Council in terms of a new confrontation
between Catholicism and “modernity.”

I am not here proposing anachronistic
impositions of post-conciliar problematics
upon the Council itself. I am simply asking
that historians of Vatican Il be aware that to
make the Council the last scene in one’s
story is to tell only one of many possible
stories, even of what happened between
1959 and 1965, and that what was under
way then will be told differently if one’s
plot does not make the Council the last
scene in the drama.” This recognition is all
the more important if, as is the case, all re-
flection on the Council, even the most rig-
orously critical, takes place today in an ec-

clesial and cultural context in which the in-
terpretation and evaluation of what hap-
pened after, and surely in part and at least
in some senses because of the Council, is a
major and divisive factor. Not to recognize
this and not to acknowledge it explicitly is
to raise questions about the properly critical
character of one’s history.

This brings me to my last point. It is
reasonably clear to everyone that the inner
dynamics of the Council, the lived “expe-
rience,” was in part that of a dramatic
struggle between or among varying ideas
about what Vatican II ought to be, to do,
and to say. It is just as clear that this strug-
gle did not end with the Council and that
the question of how the church ought to be
at once faithful to Christ and an effective
sign and instrument of him in the world or
worlds of today continues. It is only natur-
al that disagreements about these matters
will affect one’s initial interest in the
Counctil, the questions one asks, the ele-
ments one assembles in order to answer
them, the story one decides to tell, and,
above all, one’s evaluation of the conciliar
event. I do not believe that there is any
way 1n which these larger issues can be
wiped from a historian’s mind, nor do I
think that anything but a purely mythical
ideal of “presuppositionless history”
should require one to try to do so. But I do
think that it might help if we were to ac-
knowledge that the last thing to which I re-
ferted above—the evaluation of the Coun-
cil—represents a different level of the his-
torian’s existential involvement in his pro-
ject and that gross differences on this level
will not be resolved by the same criteria by
which he attempts to say “what really hap-
pened at Vatican II.” It is too much to ex-
pect that mere history will suffice to over-
come those differences, which have other
causes and require other solutions.
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