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“Si haec facis manifesta teipsum mundo. Neque enim fratres eius credebant in eum.”
[If you do these things, show yourself to the world. For neither did his brothers believe in him.]

John 7:4-5

So many and such good things have been said about the Council, and modern technology has extended in such a way the possibility of encompassing the most diverse problems of humanity and the Church, that there is a danger of not seeing the forest for the trees and of losing in intensity and depth what is gained in extension. The following note has the ambition, humbly confessed, of taking up, even if only simply and respectfully, a central topic, not in this case of the Council’s ecclesiology, but of its theology.


In truth, Christianity’s and even humanity’s reaction to the Council’s announcement has been very significant: the first optimistic expressions of rejoicing over a total reform of the Church (union with all Christians, opening to other cultures and religions, adaptation to the needs of modern times, Gospel renewal after the post-Constantinian centuries, etc.), the first reaction that saw in the Council the universal panacea for the ills of the Church and even of the world, were followed by a cautious and “realistic” note, not without pessimistic shadings, that pointed out the utopian nature of such dreams and defended the more “mature” opinion that saw in the Council an assembly of the hierarchy to reinforce and continue the “traditional” line, the same one as “always,” while of course correcting details and polishing facets that were perhaps insufficiently visible or operative.


Without meddling in the question of what the Council should do (a question I am not competent to answer), we would like, first of all, to point out a characteristic shared by both of the mentioned attitudes, and second, to briefly outline a fundamental dimension of what it seems to us that a Council in the last analysis is.

It cannot be denied that contemporary mentality is concerned with the world, with history, with justice on earth, and that Christians, children of their time, are developing a timely concern with the theology of earthly realities and with the Church’s historical mission in the world. The Christian, they say, is the perfect man, and the Church has the solution to all the social and political problems suffered by humanity today; it is enough to follow her doctrine, it is enough if Christians are good Christians and the purified Church is able to exercise all her power to transform the world, it is enough if the thaumaturgy that the Lord worked in the villages of Galilee is made visible in Jerusalem. “But not even his brothers believed in Him,” the Evangelist affirms without further comment. They did not “believe” in Him, even if they had the “belief” that can work miracles, that had the power to convince the powerful and the authorities, and that was capable of restoring the kingdom of Israel. They believed that He was the Messiah, but they did not believe in Him. It was enough if He would give up His provincialism, if He would forget that statement He once let slip that the Kingdom of God is within us, and if He would show Himself to the world, to the “others” ... “We” are his “brothers.”

Nevertheless, has it not been said, and said from a position of authority, that the Council is for the reform of the Church? Certainly, and reform neither can nor should be exclusively internal. Man is a unified being, but it is precisely for this reason, because Christian unity brings together not only spirit and matter, but also the natural and the supernatural, that any reform, even the most internal, has to come “in addition.” And everything temporal is always in addition. The reform of the Church does not primarily consist in the infusion of a new, more efficacious and effective “form,” but in the fuller realization, within the Church and round about her, of that transformation, that metamorphosis in which the Church’s mission consists: the divinization of this world.

It is in this dimension that our second consideration is found. The Council is the Church as teacher; more than that, it has been said that the Council is the Church in act, and it is also the Church at prayer. In sum, the Council is the whole Church concentrated in one moment of time and space. Now, the Church is a Mystery, the Mystery hidden from the beginning of time, revealed in Christ, and perpetuated through time in the Sacrament of the Church. The Council is not made up solely of the bishops; lay persons have been council members; the Council is not made up solely of those who vote or those who have the right to attend according to current Church law. The Council’s ecclesiological reality transcends juridical structures. The entire Church is part of the Council, from the Holy Spirit to the least of the baptized with the most obscure baptism of desire. Each one has his place, and the places are not equal, but all are indispensable — although not equally important. In the same way that the entire universe would fall apart, according to the common opinion of medieval scholasticism, if a simple stone ceased to exist, because the unity of creation would be broken, so analogously the Council would not be ecumenical, would not encompass all of divine providence for the house of God, would not be the oikumene, if it were limited to a chosen few. The exceptional function of petitionary prayer and the role of the Communion of Saints appear then in their full importance. Analogously to how the Holy Spirit is present at the Council without having either a direct voice or a direct vote, the least man in the furthest corner of the world also invisibly makes himself present in the gathering of the Council fathers. The “Orthodox” would be right not to acknowledge any “ecumenical” council since the separation if they too could not be present with a real presence, although one distinct from physical presence.

In the same way that the Church is visible even though her visible nature does not exhaust the scope of her existence, the Council is also the visible gathering of the Council fathers without it being the case that the Council can consequently be identified with the conciliar “sessions.” This visible nature is completed by the invisible higher presence of Christ, the Holy Spirit, and Tradition, and by the invisible lower presence of the whole Church and even of all of Humanity. The central point of the two arms of the Cross, horizontal and vertical, where humanity encounters Christ in time, is the Church, and when this intersection is also made present in space, we have the Council.

But there is even more than all this. The head of the Church is Christ, and He is also the head of the Council. The Council does not meet exclusively to deliberate or legislate, nor is this even its ontological priority; rather, obedient to the Master’s call, it gathers with Him to pray and to glorify the Father, to perform the Sacrifice, to recapitulate in Christ another segment of time and space — along with everything contained within them — and so to put the universe on the path toward its true plenitude, that is, toward the point at which, as it perfectly subjects itself to the Son, the latter may with His entire Body return to the bosom of the Father with the new heaven and the new earth thus formed, and God may then be all in all.

It is certainly not appropriate to take refuge in eschatology and pass over the historical and sociological, as well as dogmatic, problems of the Church in our time, but it also cannot be forgotten that the Council is meeting so that the Church can better fulfill her mission, and that the Church’s mission, although it exists in time, is not temporal but sempiternal, that its end is not paradise on earth nor a remedy for all the ills that vex humanity, but the heavenly paradise, which is not meant to arrive at the end of time as a continuation of this horizontal age, but at the end of every human life as the vertical fulfillment of an earthly pilgrimage. The Council is not meeting to plan the conversion of the world, as if the Church had failed up to now and the Redemption had not borne fruit, or as if faith had not already obtained victory over the world. The Council is meeting to continue and make more complete the universe’s redemption, not for an abstract future or for a humanity yet to come, but for the men of today and for the earth beneath our feet. Underneath all its doctrinal, disciplinary, etc. aspects, the Council’s fundamental function is a mystical and sacramental one insofar as the Church gathers with Christ and His Spirit not only and not so much to hear His Word — which He has already spoken — but to engage in co-redemption with Him, to once again make present Christ’s salvific Act itself. The Council is something fundamentally different from the assembly of the leaders of an association, a kind of ecclesiastical parliament or UN. Liturgy, understood in its strict sense, makes up the essential and core part of the Council. The Council is a liturgical act, consequently united to the Sacrament and to the Sacrifice.

There have been councils with emperors, with lay persons, with fights, with disagreements, with ambiguous texts that other councils have then interpreted, etc. There has never been a Council without Christ and without the Eucharist, without the Sacrifice of the Mass.


The Council is a liturgical act, then, an act of the Church and of Christ. Even if the Council did not define anything new or say anything special, it would still have its full reason for being. The Council teaches, it is an organ of the Church’s teaching function, but it teaches eternal life and the way to it; that is, it shows, teaches, and reveals Christ, and this, in the economy of the New Law, cannot be done behind the back of or independently from the sacramental Christ, the Mystery par excellence. The Council prays, and its prayer is essential. The Council decides, and its decisions are binding in conscience because they are nothing other than the concrete translation and the historical-existential exegesis of that saying, “Who is not with Me is against Me”; that is, all the council’s force rests not in its discussions or its votes but in Christ. If it were not a liturgical act, there would be grounds for that objection made outside the sphere of faith that considers it insulting to human dignity and freedom for a group of “lords,” in this day and age, to tell Catholics what they have to believe from now on.

All this does not diminish the Council’s historical-temporal dimension in the slightest. More than that, it confers greater importance on it, because it is only from this perspective that the phrase sometimes used to try to silence the desires and plans of the best and the boldest — characteristic of the faith — “do not be concerned, and trust in the Holy Spirit,” can be converted into another, much more Christian one: “we are concerned precisely because the trust of the Holy Spirit is deposited in us ... and in you.” God left the world to the disputes of men, according to the Vulgate rendering of the Old Testament. What you bind or loose will remain bound or loosed, the New Testament says instead, without adding in this context whether the chain that binds is definitely just. It is written that the Kingdom of God suffers violence. An eschatological and supernatural vision of the Council paralyzes neither petitionary prayer nor action, and neither does it justify a faith that would be only reliance — perhaps even heretical reliance — on the Holy Spirit, when it is the Holy Spirit who trusts in His Church, in the living members, that is, the free members of His Spouse. Christian freedom extends even to binding and loosing in heaven. Hence the importance of a Council.

God so loved the world that He sent it His Son; God so loves His Church that He grants her His Spirit; the divine Spirit so treats us cum magna reverentia [with great reverence] that He trusts in us. The Council is not so much the fruit of our trust in the Holy Spirit as of His trust in His Church. It falls to the Council not to disappoint Him.
