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Will the Real Vatican II 
Please Stand Up? 



Why Vatican II? 

I know that all times are perilous, and that in every time serious and 

anxious minds, alive to the honor of God and the needs of man, are apt 
to consider no times as perilous as their own…[S]till I think that the 

trials which lay before us as such as would appall and make dizzy even 

such courageous hearts as St. Athanasius, St. Gregory I, or St. Gregory 
VII.  And they would confess that dark as the prospect of their own day 

was to them severally, ours has a darkness different in kind  from any 

that has been before it…[For] Christianity has never yet had 
experience of a world simply irreligious.  

St. John Henry Newman
October 2, 1873



Cause vs. Occasion? 

But it remains true that some priests and members of the faithful mask 

with the name “Conciliar” those personal interpretations and erroneous 
practices that are injurious, even scandalous, and at times sacrilegious.  

But these abuses cannot be attributed either to the Council itself or to the 

reform that have legitimately issued therefrom, but rather to a lack of 
authentic fidelity in their regard.  You want to convince the faithful that 

the proximate cause of the crisis is more than a wrong interpretation of 

the Council and that it flows from the Council itself. 

St. Paul VI:  Letter of October 11, 1976



A Partial Reading of the Council

Among the internal causes, there must be noted a partial and selective reading of 

the Council, as well as a superficial interpretation of its doctrine in one sense or 

another. On the one hand, there have been disappointments because we have 

been too hesitant in the application of the true doctrine of the Council. On the 

other hand, because of a partial reading of the Council, a unilateral presentation of 

the Church as a purely institutional structure devoid of her Mystery has been 

made…These and other deficiencies show the need for a deeper reception of the 

Council.  And this requires four successive phases: a deeper and more extensive 

knowledge of the Council, its interior assimilation, its loving reaffirmation and its 

implementation. Only interior assimilation and practical implementation can make 

the conciliar documents alive and life-giving.

Extraordinary Synod of 1985 



Two Opposing Interpretations…

Why has the implementation of the Council, in 

large parts of the Church, thus far been so 

difficult?  Well, it all depends on the correct 

interpretation of the Council or—as we would 

say today—on its proper hermeneutics, the 

correct key to its interpretation and application.  

The problems in its implementation arose from 

the fact that two contrary hermeneutics came 

face to face and quarreled with each other.  One 

caused confusion, the other, silently but more 

and more visibly, bore and is bearing fruit. 

(Christmas Address to the Roman Curia, 2005)



A Hermeneutic of Rupture and 
Discontinuity 

The hermeneutic of discontinuity risks ending in a split between the pre-conciliar 

Church and the post-conciliar Church. It asserts that the texts of the Council as 

such do not yet express the true spirit of the Council. It claims that they are the 

result of compromises in which, to reach unanimity, it was found necessary to 

keep and reconfirm many old things that are now pointless… In a word: it would 

be necessary not to follow the texts of the Council but its spirit. In this way, 

obviously, a vast margin was left open for the question on how this spirit 

should subsequently be defined and room was consequently made for every 

whim. (Christmas Address to the Roman Curia, 2005) 



The “Paracouncil”

Just as the Second Vatican Council received from a number of theologians 

instructions about various points of the task it should assume, under the pain of 

“disappointing the world,” so too the “post-conciliar” Church was immediately 

and from all sides assailed with summons to get in step, not with what the Council 

had actually said, but with what it should have said…this is the phenomenon 

which we should like to designate as the “paracouncil”… Among many people, 

whether partisans or opponents or simply docile followers (all of whom were 

equally fooled), this paracouncil, which often deserved the name “anti-Council,” 

has been mistaken for the true Council; and whatever in the latter’s work did not 

correspond with the former’s program has more than once been neglected or 

misrepresented. (Henri de Lubac, A Brief Catechesis in Nature and Grace)



The Three Paracouncils

➢The Paracouncil of the Theologians 

➢The Paracouncil of the Media

➢The Paracouncil of the Age 



A Hermeneutic of Continuity 
and Reform 

Here I shall cite only John XXIII's well-known words, which unequivocally express 

this hermeneutic when he says that the Council wishes "to transmit the doctrine, 

pure and integral, without any attenuation or distortion".  And he continues:  "Our 

duty is not only to guard this precious treasure, as if we were concerned only with 

antiquity, but to dedicate ourselves with an earnest will and without fear to that 

work which our era demands of us...". However, wherever this interpretation 

guided the implementation of the Council, new life developed and new fruit 

ripened…Today, we see that although the good seed developed slowly, it is 

nonetheless growing; and our deep gratitude for the work done by the Council is 

likewise growing.  (Christmas Address to the Roman Curia, 2005) 



A Hermeneutic of Continuity 
and Reform 

Hearing the word of God with reverence and proclaiming it with faith, the 

sacred synod takes its direction from these words of St. John: "We announce to 

you the eternal life which dwelt with the Father and was made visible to us. 

What we have seen and heard we announce to you, so that you may have 

fellowship with us and our common fellowship be with the Father and His Son 

Jesus Christ" (1 John 1:2-3). Therefore, following in the footsteps of the Council 

of Trent and of the First Vatican Council, this present council wishes to set forth 

authentic doctrine on divine revelation and how it is handed on, so that by 

hearing the message of salvation the whole world may believe, by believing it 

may hope, and by hoping it may love. (Dei Verbum, 1) 



An Essential Continuity 
for Our Time

“We can rediscover and, as it were, re-read 
the magisterium of the last Council in the 
whole previous magisterium of the Church, 
while on the other, we can rediscover and 
re-read the whole preceding magisterium 
in that of the last Council.”  (Karol Wojtyla 
[St. John Paul II] Sources of Renewal:  The 
Implementation of Vatican II, pg. 40)



The True Spirit of Vatican II

Therefore, we must heed the Holy Father’s point that one interpretation, 

the “hermeneutic of reform,” is valid, and has borne and is bearing fruit. 
This hermeneutic of reform, as described above, takes seriously and 

keeps together the two poles of identity (the ancient deposit of faith and 

life) and engagement with the world (teaching it more efficaciously). 
Lastly, the Holy Father, going into greater detail later in the address, 

explains that the “spirit of Vatican II” must be found only in the letter of 

the documents themselves. The so-called “spirit” of the Council has no 
authoritative interpretation.  It is a ghost or demon that must be 

exorcised if we are to proceed with the Lord’s work. 

(Bishop R. Walker Nickless, Pastoral Letter Ecclesia Semper Reformanda)



A Great Grace and Sure Compass

With the passing of the years, the Council documents have lost nothing of 

their value or brilliance. They need to be read correctly, to be widely 
known and taken to heart as important and normative texts of the 

Magisterium, within the Church's Tradition. Now that the Jubilee has 

ended, I feel more than ever in duty bound to point to the Council as the 
great grace bestowed on the Church in the twentieth century: there we 

find a sure compass by which to take our bearings in the century now 

beginning. (57)

St. John Paul II:  Novo millennio ineunte



The “Event” of Vatican II

➢ 1959:  St. John XXIII Calls for a new “pastoral” 
Council and defines its mission.

➢ 1962:  John XXIII Opening Address

➢ 1962-1965:  The Sessions of Vatican II

➢ 1965:  The Closing Address of St. Paul VI

➢ Post-Conciliar Interpretation and 
Implementation
▪ Pontificate of St. Paul VI (1964-1978)
▪ Pontificate of St. John Paul II (1978-2005)
▪ Catechism of the Catholic Church (1993)
▪ Jubilee Year of 2000
▪ Pontificate of Pope Benedict XVI (2005-2013)
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