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The Second Vatican Council 

This article is reprinted from the October 1, 
1962, issue of Christiani,, •n" Crisis: • Chris
,;.,, ]01m1•l of Opinion, 5:5 7 West 121 St., New 
York 27, N. Y. ($5 a year). George A. Lind
beck, a Jay theologian of the Lutheran Church 
in America, is on leave of absence from Yale 
Divinity School to be Delegated Observer from 
the 

Lutheran 
World Federation to the Second 

Vatican Council. With the first session of Vat• 
ican II at an end, Dr. Lindbeck's article emerges 
as one of the most perceptive forecasts to have 
appeared before the Council convened. 

0 N October 11 the Second Vatican 
Council will begin its first two

month session. A second session will follow 
in the spring,• and possibly a third and 
a fourth. Everyone agrees on the impor
tance of this assembly but on little else. 
In the words of one French Roman Cath
olic journal, "Opinion is divided between 
smug optimism and bitter, if not acid, 
pessimism, or at least skepticism" (l11f o,-
111alio11s catholiqNes inlemt11io11ales, July 15, 
1962, p.17). 

Most of the Protestants who try to be 
informed about the prospects are among 
the pessimists. This is natural enough. 
What they know about the council comes 
mostly from those Roman Catholics who 
are inclined to be gloomy-memben of 
the avant-garde, who hoped that the coun
cil would engage in really fundamental 
reforms and who now find themselves dis
couraged by the evidence that nothing very 
sensational will happen after all. It is these 
who talk most to Protestants, whose writ

ings are most read by Protestants; and so, 
naturally, the Protestant attitude is colored 
by their disappointment. Yves Congar, the 

• The opening of the second Rllion bu 
now been poaponecl to September 8, 1963. 

By GEORGE A. LINDBECK. 

dean of French Catholic ecumenicists, re
ports that he has often heard Catholics say 
that "the council is meeting twenty-five 
years too soon." One hears the same lament 
in World Council circles. 

19 

EXPECI'ATIONS, HIGH AND Low 

I am not sure that the Protestant reac
tion is justified. But it is easy enough to 
understand the Roman Catholic pessimism, 
for they are the ones who have really high 
ambitions for their church. Note, for in
stance, the spring issue of Cross C•"nls 
(mostly translated from the December 
1961 issue of Esprit), in which there are 
passionate expressions of the desire that 
the church actualize in visible form its 
claims to be the humble servant of Christ 
and of man. It should abandon outward 
feudal pomp, give the Vatican museums to 
an international agency, abolish the Swiss 
Guard, accord the laity far more respon
sibility and power, make the finances of 
the church public, introduce a married 
clergy ( even while safeguarding celibate 
vocations), make it easier for Socialists to 
combine their political Marxism with Cath
olic loyalty, stop baptizing, confirming and 
marrying those for whom these are purely 
social ceremonies, eliminate I.atln from 
the liturgy and reduce it in sernin11y in
struction. These desires are theoretically 
realizable, but there is not the slightest 
chance that any of them will be put into 
effect at the present time. 

It is not only the extremists (remarkably 
numerous, especially in Europe north of 
the Alps) who wish for what is still im
poss.t"ble. Responsible and inBuential theo-
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20 THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 

logians have also proposed unrealizable 
prognms for the council The sense of 
aisis is acute in many circles. The time 

has come when the church must abandon 
"the Constantinian era" ( this is the theme 
of Archbishop Jaeger's book OD the coun
cil). As spelled out by Chenu (in U,1, 
Cont:il. fJoNr nolr• lffllfJs, published by 
Cerf), this means the rejection not only 
of the traditional alliances between spirit
ual and tempmal power but also of the 
associated religious culture as this is mani
fest in the emphasis on Roman legalism, 
on the primacy of abstract reason, on the 
conception of man as fundamentally a "na
ture," OD the attempt to create "Christian'' 
economic, social and politlal orders. 

These characteristically Constantinian 
traits must be replaced by stress on preach
ing the Gospel. the primacy of the Word 
of God, the Church as mission, as service 
and, fi.nally, the decisive test, that "the poor 
hear God's word," for it is with them 
above all that the church must be con
cerned. The same sense of urgency and 
an even more comprehensive program is 
t0 be found in the work of Hans Kung, 
author of the mosr widely read of all books 
OD the council, Th• Co,mcil, Reform 1111tl 

Rnmion, a best-seller in German, Pren.ch, 
English and Spanish. He declares that "the 
council will be either the fulfillment of 
a great hope or else a great disappoint
ment" (p. 148 of the English edition). 
Oearly if this is the only choice, many 
will anticipate the worst. 

Strategic considerations also ioBuence 
what is said about the council. A kind of 
propaganda war is in progress. The "smugly 
optimistic'' do everything t0 .reassure the 
faithful that whatever the Pope and the 
bishops clecide is bound t0 be good and 

only the malicious would question its 
excellence. In contrast, the opposition -
smaller in numbers but notably superior 
in ability-seems often to ask for more 
than it hopes in an effort to raise expecta
tions and to put pressure on the bishops 
to work for at least some genuine advances. 
Some of the more pessimistic Protestant 
pronouncements seem to have a similar 
motivation. 

Another source of gloom is the Prot
estant reluctance, especially widespread in 
the United States, to admit the possibility 
of real improvement in the Roman Church. 
Needless to say, the council will provide 
plenty of ammunition for its aitics. Un
acceptable positions will be reiterated, and 
even genuine advances will be disguised 
under traditional terminology. If, for in
stance, the hoped for doctrinal constitution 
on the status of the bishops is proclaimed, 
it will presumably be emphasized that this 
is simply a reaffirmation of what the church 
has always taught and that it in no way 
diminishes the sovereignty already accorded 
the Pope. Yet, if this constitution even 
partially .reflects the thinking of many well
recognized theologians (some of whom are 
members of the preparatory commissions), 
it could contribute in the long run t0 pro
found modifications in the power srructure 
of the church. 

Still another reason for doubts about the 
council is the fear that the bishops as 
a whole will prove tO be reactionary in 
comparison to the present Pope and the 
preparatory bodies. The less progressive 
parts of the Catholic world, such as Latin 
America, are numerially much more heav
ily represented in the full assembly than 
in the preparatory cx,mrnissions. Any or 
all of the plans made so far could be 
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THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 21 

altered or rejected, and new topics may 
be suggested. While the Pope's consent is 
necessary for an item to be placed on the 
agenda, it would perhaps be politically 
(though not legally) impossible for him 
tO veto certain kinds of proposals that he 
himself does not appear to favor. The 
strengthening of Marian doctrine or ex
tremist denunciations of communism might 
be examples of this. 

Thus the pattern of the First Vatican 
Council 92 years ago could be repeated. 
On that occasion the bishops approved 
none of the original preparatory commis
sions' schemata. Their major pronounce
menr, the dogma of papal infallibility, was 
first proposed from the fioor ( though ad
mittedly not without papal prompting). 
These are theoretical possibilities, but the 
preparatory work for this council has been 
so much more intensive and extensive 
that it is difficult to imagine any major 
surprises. 

To SAnSFY CoNSERVATJVB AMBIGUITY 

What then have been the results of this 
prepararory work? We know the subject 
matter but not the content of the seventy 
schemata that have been passed by the 
central commission for submission to the 
bishops. There is only one exception. We 
have been given an official desaiption of 
the charaaer of the proposed schema on 
religious liberty. It will treat "of the right 
of man t0 follow, even in religious matters, 
the demands of his own conscience • • • 
and of the duty [of the state] to respect 
this right of its citizens in praaice." This 
sounds promisin& but the report is not 
detailed enough to tell whether this pro
posal directly opposes the legal disadvan
tages under which non-Catholics suffer in 
such countries as Spain and c.olombia. 

That it will be at least somewhat helpful 
appears likely, however. 

The treatment of other interconfes
sional issues will probably be less satis
factory. Regulations governing mixed 
marriages will not be greatly changed, 
according to Michael Schmaus, a leading 
German theologian. There is no evidence 
that the views of the more advanced ecu
menicists are reflected in the drafts of the 
doctrinal constitution on membership in 
the church. Probably the positions of 
M1stici Co,po,is (194~) and of the letter 
of the Holy Office in the Feeney case 
( 1949) will be reaffirmed. According tO 

these, the relation of non-Catholic Chris
tians to the church is described as if it 
were the same as that of heathen of good 
will: i. e., both are saved through an im
plicit, unconscious desire that establishes 
a salvific relation - but in no sense mem
bership- to the one true church. 

Some Roman Catholics argue that this 
mode of analysis radically underestimates 
the importance of Christian baptism and 
of other means of grace found in non
Catholic Christian communities. How
ever, the most that apparently can be 
hoped for is that the proposals will not 

exclude these more ecumenical views and 
will leave open the possibility of their 
further development. As we shall see, real 
advances can be anticipated in the practical 
ecumenical stance of the church but appar
ently not in doctrine. 

The outlook: in regard to a number of 
other doarinal matten is similar. One of 
the keenest of contemporary Roman Cath
olic theologians. Karl Rabner (who was 
too important t0 keep out of the prepara
tory work entirely, but was sideaack:ed by 
being placed on the comrniaitm for dis-
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22 mB SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 

cipline). would like t0 see the council do 
as little as possible in the thcologial realm. 
He feels that, on the one hand, it is a bad 
business t0 make doarinal pronouncements 
unless there is a real need for them, as when 
threatened by open and dangerous heresy. 
On the other hand, he thinks that the issues 
on which the council is likely to pronounce 
haven't been sufficiently worked over by 
the theologians to make rcally adequate 
formulations possible. 

The kinds of things that he feels should 
be avoided have apparently all been placed 
on the agenda. They arc psychoanalysis, 
various existentialist views, the ultimate 
destiny of unbaptized children dying in 
infancy (is it the beatific vision or the 
limb,u infat•m?) and monogcnism ( viz.. 
the 

view 
that Adam and Eve represent an 

actual couple from whom all human beings 
arc 

descended). 
This last problem is ob

viously closely related to the question of 
whether original sin and its transmission 
arc to be understood in objective historicnl 
or in more existentialist terms. 

All of these subjects arc now being 
debated by Roman Catholic theologians. 
and Rabner is obviously worried that the 
council will throttle discussion by obscur
antist affirmations of traditional formulae. 
It is not certain that this will occur, but 
probably the most that an be hoped for 
under present drc:umstances is that the 
formulations will be sufficiently ambiguous 
tO satisfy the conservatives and at the 
same time not srop the movcmcot of theo
logical thought. 

Similar comments apply t0 the treat
ment of moral problems. What is t0 be 
proposed appears to be a kind of sum.muy 
of the warnings. prohibitions and con
demnations issued by the Holy Of&c:e and 

in encyclicnls since World War II. Start
ing as usual from natural law, all forms 
of moral relativism will be attacked and 
the traditional teaching on sex and mar
riage reasserted. To this the influential 
German Catholic news magazine Hortler
Ko"':spomlcm: objects that "the faithful 
are not awaiting complaints from the coun
cil over the decay of morals nor a catalog 
of prohibitions but concrete instruction on 
the way to Christian perfection in the 
manner of Holy Scripture" (March, 1962, 
p.276). 

BISHOPS, SclllPTURB AND TRADITION 

Non-Catholics have probably written 
more on the doarine of the episcopacy 
than on any of the other anticipated topics. 
The supremacy accorded the Pope at the 
First Vatican Council will probably, as 
I have already indicated, be partially bal
anced by a re-emphasis on the episcopal 
office. This will be an advance in the sense 
that it will redress the papal extremism of 
the last 90 years. However, it will prob
ably not go beyond what would actually 
have been affirmed by the First Council if 
it had not been prematurely adjourned. 
An effort will be made to give practical 
application to these doarinal pronounce
ments by starting a process of decentraliza
tion that will lead to greater autonomy 
for the various regions. When, for instance, 
the French or German bishops arc ready 
for a change. they will be able tO go ahead 
with less dependence on Rome than for. 
merly. This is fine for Germany or France 
but perhaps not so good for those areas 
of the world where the bishops are behind, 
rather than ahead. of Rome. 

Anyone who knows the extraordinary 
effects that the biblial movement is hav-
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THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 23 

ing in some sectors of the Roman Church 
will probably be more interested in what 
the council does with "Scripture and tradi
tion" than with any other topic. A group 
of Catholic theologians, of whom the best 
known are Josef R. Geiselmann in Ger
many and George Tavard in the United 
States, wishes to assert strongly the primacy 
of Scriprure for both theology and piety, 
and to make dear that tradition is fun
damentally interpretive, .rather than an 
independent channel of information about 
the revelation "given once and for all to 
the saints." 

This would, of course, be done io such 
a way that no dogmas now io existence 
would be jeopardized, and the present pos
sibilities of proclaiming additional dogmas 
would theoretically remain the same. Yet it 
would not be the hollow victory that Prot
estants arc likely to assume. When a par
ticular point receives conciliar approbation 
in the Catholic Church, its power to mold 
life and thought is greatly enhanced. 
Protestants may think that the more 
evangelical Roman theologians give a very 
inadequate primacy to the Bible, but the 
faa remains that they accord it a far more 
significant place than did post-Tridentine 
theology. If their views receive even par
tial conciliar recognition, the present bib
lical movement will be greatly strength
ened. The result might be that the whole 
shape of Catholic life and thought would 
eventually be recast along the theocentric 
lines of the newer liturgical movement, 
which subordinates the cults of Mary and 
the saints to Christ and has no uste for 
casuistic legalism. 

I am not going to •Y much about pos
sible liturgical reforms. In general we can 
expect the advances of recent decades to 

be consolidated and to be urged more 
strongly oo the liturgically backward parts 
of the world. The one sensation on the 
list of possibilities is communion in both 
kinds (bread and wine) for the laity, prob
ably confined to special festivals. 

It is beyond the limits of ooe article to 
discuss the schemata presented by the 
other commissions. It is possible that some 
of their proposals will greatly affect the 
future of the church, but at the same time 
there is no reason to think that anything 
obviously spectacular is being planned. 

A M0DBRATB OPTIMISM 

The picrure that emerges from this 
piecemeal consideration of the preparatory 
work is mixed. It is easy enough to under
stand the disappointment of many Cath
olics and non-Catholics. And yet it seems 
to me that a comprehensive judgment on 
the prospects for the council must be mod
erately optimistic. The mere faa that it has 
been convoked, quite apart from anything 
that it will do, is encouraging. The extreme 
papists have been routed. They can DO 

longer claim that the infallibility of the 
Pope and his direct jurisdiction over all the 
faithful eliminate the need or place for con
ciliar action. Already a vigorous discussion 
has been started as to how to understand 
the statuS and the need for general councils, 
and how to accord them suificient authority 
to justify their occurrence without contra
dicting the dogmas regarding the powers 
of the Pope. 

Equally significant is the tremendous 
upsurge of discussion and action, lay and 
clerical, generated by the calling of the 
council. Even before it bas taken place. 
the council bas caused more soul-seuchin& 
more open self-criticism, more adventure-
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24 nm SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 

someness than Catholicism bas known in 
modem rimes. Because the council pro
vides an institutionalized way of channel
ing 

this ferment, its 
effect bas already been 

vitalizing rather than disruptive. 

Furthermore, everyone knows that there 
has been a revolutioll4t)' change in the 
ecumenical atmosphere. In part this has 
resulted from John XXIIl's insistence that 
the council's job is to reform the church 
in order "to make it more attractive" to 

non-Roman Christians; in part this has 
come from the establishment of the Sec
retariat for Christian Unity and the invita
tion to non-Roman churches to send 
observers. The ecumenical climate will no 
doubt be funher improved by the schemata 
on Catholic ecumenicism, the necessity of 
prayer for union, the Word of God u 
a means for union, and religious liberty. 
As we have already observed, no specifically 
doarinal advances in the ecumenical field 
can be anticipated, but these practical 

"decrees," as they are called, are important. 
Words like "love," "prayer," "openness" 
and "dialogue" have been greatly abused, 
and yet the realities to which they point 
are really quite fundamental. 

Finally, when the council is viewed in 
the broad sweep of history, there is every 
reason to believe that it marks the con
clusion of the Counter-Reformation epoch. 
For centuries Roman Catholicism has, &om 

the Reformation perspective, been moving 
further and further away from its Christian 
foundations toward a more and more 
rigidly defensive authoritarianism, toward 
increuecl papal power and Roman central
ism, toward pater Mariolatry. Since I.co 
XIII a c:oanterament has intermiamdy 
Bowed, leading to greater freedom in the 
soc:ial and political spheres and-especially 

in recent decades in Europe - to theolog
ical, liturgical and biblical revivals. The 
coming council, if it follows the lead of 
the preparatory work, will be basically on 
the side of this renewal. 

IMMBNSB TRANSFORMING POWER 

There is complete unanimity on the part 
of well-informed observers that no one is 
planning to propose new Marian dogmas, 
or to enhance the power of the Pope, or 
to engage in massive condemnations of 
the major reformatory forces within the 
church. Little that is adventurous or ex
citing will be done, but many of the gains 
that have already been tested in certain 
areas will be applied to the whole of 
Catholicism. Thus on both the negative 
and the positive sides it will constitute 
a defeat for the forces of reaction. It may 
well represent the watershed at which the 
Roman Church as a whole (and not simply 
the progressive portions of northern Eu
rope) reverses the course of its movement 
and opens up the possibility of truly great 
changes in the future. Professor Slcydsgaard 
reports these words of one Roman Catholic 
theologian: "Not too much is to be ex
pected of this council ... The coodusiv~ 
thing may not, perhaps, take place until 
the second, third or fourth council which 
will follow this one!" (Th• P11plll Co,mcil 
t111tl lh• Gosp•l, ed. K. E. Slcydsgaard, 
Augsburg, 1961, p.168.) 

It is impossible for us to imagine the 
shape of this ucondusive thing" -of this 
''unity which Christ wills," to quote the 
favorite phrase of that saint of Catholic 
cc11menism AbW Couturier. But it would 
be a mistake to underestimate the immense 

tn.nsforming power of the quest for this 
goal among millions of Roman Catholic, 

not to mention non-Oitholic, Christians. 
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