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Presentation of this issue 

of VOICES

2012 is a known anniversary, the one of the 50 years of the begin-
ning of the Second Vatican Council, an event which would release a 
renewal process, incomparable along the last centuries of the Roman 
Catholic Church. 

But it was not only this Church who experienced in those decades 
deep movements of renewal. Also Evangelical and Protestant Churches 
lived very similar processes. In the 1960’s the famous Encounter on 
«Church and Society» of the World Council of Churches took place in 
Switzerland. 

In Latin America, it was the emergence of CLAI, the Latin American 
Council of Churches, that marked a process of transformation in many 
Churches, with their memorable Encounters of Oaxtepec (Mexico) and 
Lima (Peru). 

Also, WCC's IV Assembly in Upsala 1968 was a landmark in the 
evangelical history of the XX Century, with its promise of «Behold, I make 
all things new». 

The several waves of feminism and gender studies, and of Theology 
and Spirituality of Liberation, which affected most of the Protestant 
Churches in those decades, can be considered as many milestones of that 
movement of renewal and commitment which Christianity experienced 
throughout the world, in the majority of their Churches. 

Many experiences, much renewal of communities, of the theol-
ogy, of the commitment for Justice and Ecology, and the incorporation of 
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women... Five great decades. 

Five decades have elapsed since such promising beginning of 
renewal. We must look back and do a balance, and a prospective. What 
about these five great and also contradictory decades? Where we are 
now? Are problems and hopes the same, or we are now in an radically 
different historical moment?

So, it is an obligatory moment of reflection. EATWOT, the 
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians, from its Theological 
Commissions, both Continental and International, does not want to be 
absent at this historical appointment. It is for this reason that it presents 
this special issue of our Theological Journal VOICES, specifically on this 
subject: 

«These five great decades 

– How do you look back and forward?»

The common point of view for theological reflection is our «Third 
World vision», a perspective which is not geographical, but spiritual. From 
this special point of view, we have invited all our members, and also our 
beloved friends to participate in this collective theological effort.

We have welcomed each author's own grasp of the theme, some-
thing that will become clear in the following pages. 

We hope these contributions will help all of us to have a better 
vision of both these past five great decades as well as our required com-
mitment for the immediate future. 

EATWOT's International Theological Commission

InternationalTheologicalCommission.org

eatwot.net/VOICES
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Presentación de este número

de VOICES

2012 es un conocido aniversario: el de los 50 años de la inaugura-
ción del Concilio Vaticano II, un acontecimiento que desataría un proceso 
de renovación en la la Iglesia Católica Romana sin precedentes a lo largo 
de muchos siglos de su historia. 

Pero no fue sólo esa Iglesia la que ha experimentado en estas 
décadas tal movimiento de renovación. También las Iglesias Evangélicas 
y Protestantes han vivido unos procesos muy semejantes. Por los años 
60 del siglo pasado tuvo lugar el famoso Encuentro sobre «Iglesia y 
Sociedad», en Suiza, que abrió toda una época nueva.

En América Latina fue el surgimiento del CLAI, Consejo 
Latinoamericano de Iglesias, que inauguró un proceso de transforma-
ción en muchas Iglesias, con los memorables Encuentros de Oaxtepec 
(México) y Lima (Perú). 

También Upsala 1968, con su IV Asamblea del Consejo Mundial de 
Iglesias, fue un hito en la historia evangélica del siglo XX, con su promesa 
de «Hacer nuevas todas las cosas»... 

Las varias olas de feminismo y de estudios de perspectiva de 
género, y de Teología y Espiritualidad de la Liberación, que afectaron a 
la mayor parte de las Iglesias protestantes en esas décadas, pueden ser 
consideradas como otros tantos puntos altos de ese profundo movimiento 
de renovación y compromiso que el Cristianismo ha experimentado, a lo 
largo y ancho del mundo, en la mayor parte de sus Iglesias. 

Muchas experiencias, mucha renovación de las comunidades, de la 
teología, del compromiso por la Justicia y por la Ecología, y la incorpora-
ción de la mujer... Cinco tremendas décadas. 
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Cinco décadas han transcurrido desde aquel comienzo tan prome-
tedor de renovación. Debemos mirar hacia atrás y hacer un balance, y 
una prospectiva. ¿Qué pensamos de estas cinco décadas, tan magníficas 
como contradictorias? ¿Dónde estamos ahora? ¿Son los mismos hoy día 
los problemas y las esperanzas, o estamos ahora en un momento históri-
co radicalmente diferente? 

Es un momento de reflexión obligada. 

EATWOT, la Asociación Ecuménica de Teólogos/as del Tercer 
Mundo, desde sus Comisiones Teológicas, tanto Continentales como 
Internacional, no ha querido dejar de estar presente en esta histórica cita 
y de hacer su aportación propia. Y es por esta razón que ha programado 
este número especial de nuestra revista teológica VOICES, con este tema:

Esas tremendas cinco décadas:

Cómo miramos hacia atrás y hacia el futuro. 

La nota peculiar de nuestra reflexión teológica es nuestra pers-
pectiva «del Tercer Mundo», un Tercer Mundo que no es una categoría 
geográfica, sino espiritual...  Desde ese especial punto de vista, hemos 
invitado a todos los miembros de EATWOT, y a tantos otros compañeros 
de esperanza, a participar en esta reflexión teológica colectiva. 

Obviamente, hemos dejado total libertad de enfoque a cada autor, 
lo que se refleja claramente en las páginas siguientes. 

Esperamos que estos trabajos puedan ayudarnos a todos a adquirir 
una mejor visión de estas cinco tremendas décadas, así como de nuestro 
necesario compromiso para el inmediato futuro. 

Comisión Teológica Internacional de la EATWOT

InternationalTheologicalCommission.org

eatwot.net/VOICES
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Abstract: 

The paper traces the key developments taking place within the 
Protestant movement in Latin America and the Caribbean, including 
both the churches and ecumenical organizations. The analysis begins in 
1949, trying to provide a larger picture of the international scenario. A 
major emphasis is placed on the influences of the ecumenical movement, 
particularly the World Council of Churches. Liberation Theology and its 
prominence as a progressive movement in the churches is a key compo-
nent as a major influence. The impact of the Second Vatican Council of 
the Catholic Church is highlighted. The process that concluded at the for-
mation of the Latin American Council of Churches in Oaxtepex, Mexico, 
1978 is also stressed.

The main focus of this paper is to trace the key developments that 
have taken place within Liberal Protestantism in Latin America, in the 
last 50 years. The analysis begins in 1949 and tries to highlight important 
events up to the founding of the Latin American Council of Church in 
Oaxtepec, Mexico, 1978.

The 1949 to 1959 decade was a crucial one for Latin America and 
the Caribbean. Among other important international events, the People’s 
Revolution in China closed the doors to Western missionaries, and many 
were relocated in Latin America.1 Protestant groups like the Pentecostals 

Protestantism  
in Latin America and the Caribbean 

Searching for its identity

Carmelo ALVAREZ
Chicago, Ill, USA

1 Timothy Yates, Christian Mission in the Twentieth Century, 78-86, 135.
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and evangelicals grew very quickly in Latin America during this decade. 
The Cuban Revolution became the most important political movement 
and event of the decade, changing the religious and socio-political sce-
nario in the region. 2 

The impact of the Second Ecumenical Council of the Catholic 
Church (1962-65) was evident and relevant for Protestant churches in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. It coincided with a wave of renewal 
and progressive forces within the ecumenical movement, particularly the 
World Council of Churches.

Other events and shifts in thinking also contributed to the ecu-
menical dialogue, such as Liberation Theology movement and the con-
ciliar process on development, liberation and justice debated at the World 
Conference on Church and Society of the World Council of Churches in 
Geneva, Switzerland (1966). Third world theologies were becoming more 
visible and influential. As a result, the 1973 Assembly of the Commission 
on World Mission and Evangelism (CWME) of the World Council of 
Churches in Thailand, with its emphasis on salvation and liberation, 
became a turning point for the WCC and the ecumenical movement. 

The conciliar movement expressed in the World Council of 
Churches shifted from a theology of missions to a theology of mission, 
singular; with the main emphasis on God as a missionary God. The 
Church in this new framework joined in the initiative from God as a mis-
sionary God in the diaspora of the world, making the concept missio Dei 
more predominant. The convergence with the aggiornamento  and open-
ing to a transforming dimension of the gospel and mission in the Catholic 
Church, emphasized in the context of the Second Vatican Council, is more 
that evident. 3 

The II Latin American Evangelical Conference (CELA) was held 
in Lima, Peru, in 1961. While affirming that Christ is the hope for Latin 
America, the Conference highlighted the need for an effective testimony, 
an attitude of humility in carrying out mission, and sufficient theologi-
cal background for proclaiming the Gospel. The participants concluded 
that the work of carrying out God’s mission should be done with both 
personal action and social militancy. 4 They also stated that the churches 

2 Jean-Pierre Bastián, Historia del protestantismo en América Latina (Mexico City: CUPSA, 
1986), 198-200.

3 Timothy Yates, Christian Mission in the Twentieth Century, 168-192.
4 CELA, Cristo la esperanza para América Latina (Buenos Aires, Argentina: Confederación 

Evangélica del Río de la Plata, 1962).

18  ·  Carmelo ÁLVAREZ, Chicago, Ill, USA
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must increase their presence in national life and in international ecumeni-
cal collaboration. 5 

Councils and federations of churches from the different countries 
in Latin America and the Caribbean initiated a group called Evangelical 
Unity in Latin America (UNELAM) in Río de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1963. The 
main purpose of this provisional, temporary commission was to pro-
mote Christian unity among the churches and ecumenical organizations 
in order to organize an assembly of churches to establish a Council of 
Churches. 6 UNELAM was an efficient instrument for dialogue, consul-
tation, and planning.7 When the assembly was convened in Oaxtepec, 
Mexico, in September of 1978, UNELAM ceased to exist; it took seriously 
the provisional character of its mission.8

Two new ecumenical movements were founded between 1960 
and 1970 in Latin American ecumenism: Church and Society (ISAL), and 
the Evangelical Commission on Christian Education in Latin America 
(CELADEC). Two youth movements had played important roles dur-
ing the two previous decades: ULAJE (The Evangelical Union of Latin 
American Youth), and WSCF (World Student Christian Federation). 

A prophetic and critical analysis of the role of the church in Latin 
America at the time influenced both Catholic and Protestant sectors.9 In 

5 José Míguez Bonino, Hacia un protestantismo ecuménico: Notas para una evaluación 
histórica del protestantismo entre la I y la II CELA (1949-1960), CLAI, Oaxtepec 1978 
(San Jose, CLAI, 1980), 65-80. Míguez traces the movement from what he calls 
“Evangelical Liberalism” to “Neo-orthodoxy.” He points out that the search for identity 
of a Protestantism that is both faithful to its mission and is relevant in the changing and 
conflicting realities of Latin America and its ecumenical vocation.

6 Marcelo Pérez Rivas, “El ecumenismo en América Latina” in Norman Goodall, El movimiento 
ecuménico (Buenos Aires, Argentina: La Aurora, 1970), 226-228.

7 Orlando E. Costas, Theology at the Crossroads (Amsterdam, the Netherlands: RODOPI, 
1976), 237-240, characterizes UNELAM as a “bridge-builder” that has limitations yet 
succeeds in engaging the churches in a process of mission and unity.

8 Benjamín Santana, Oaxtepec, Celebración y Búsqueda, CLAI, Oaxtepec 1978, 133. 
Rev. Santana, a Methodist pastor from Puerto Rico and president of the organizing 
Committee of the Assembly of Churches in Oaxtepec, made some remarks about the 
temporary character of UNELAM in this his inaugural speech.

Juan Marcos Rivera, the Executive Secretary for the Organization of the Assembly of 
Churches in Oaxtepec 1978, was a key leader of UNELAM. A Disciples missionary 
in Paraguay and Venezuela, Rivera played a crucial role in organizing a Council of 
Churches. He patiently helped to design an Assembly that was participatory and demo-
cratic. In spite of all the obstacles Rivera succeeded in turning over the work done by 
UNELAM to CLAI and dissolving UNELAM during that same Assembly. For a personal 
testimony of this process, see Juan Marcos Rivera, El rol de la Comisión Organizadora 
de la Asamblea de Iglesias, unpublished manuscript, 1-5.

9 Orlando E. Costas, “Missiology in Contemporary Latin America: A Survey,” Missiology V (1) 
(January 1977), 90-114.

Protestantism in Latin America and the Caribbean. Searching for its identity  ·  19



20  ·  

1964 Richard Shaull, 10  a Presbyterian missionary from the United States 
working first in Colombia and later in Brazil, wrote the most influential 
article on ecclesiology ever written in Protestant circles in Latin America, 
the title of which in itself is a demonstration of its prophetic tenor: “The 
Church in a New Diaspora.”11  Shaull raised some crucial questions on the 
role of churches in the Latin American crisis and prophetically envisioned 
a new era for the church in which God created a new people through the 
active presence of a community based in Christ’s incarnation. 12 Shaull 
insisted that God’s action is manifested in His [sic] people13  and claimed 
that the church would rediscover her mission when she accepted God’s 
call to serve in the world as a community for God’s reign. When the 
church lives into this role, a new form of the church arises. 14  

This type of renewal was the most promising and crucial element 
of contemporary theology in Latin America during the 1960s, because 
the church was being challenged in many ways and from many different 
perspectives. A church willing to openly discuss its challenges need not 
fear the consequences and the radical implications of living God’s will. 
Shaull saw the action of the Spirit as a corrective element and constant 
source of renewal. 15 

10 Richard Shaull wrote a lecture to be delivered at the 1992 VII Theological Week, sponsored 
by Centro Antonio Valdivieso of Nicaragua. The title of this lecture is very suggestive: 
“The Evangelization after 500 Years.” He develops a typology with three models: the 
historic-missionary model, the Latin America Protestant model, and the incipient Latin 
American Pentecostal model. His undergirding principle is that the Church is reformata, 
semper reformanda, always in a new diaspora. These observations are taken from a first 
draft, thirty-nine page unpublished manuscript signed by Shaull.

11 Rubem Alves, ed., Richard Shaull: De centro do furacao (Sao Paulo, Brazil: Sagarana 
Editora, 1985). This book, written by Shaull’s former students at the Presbyterian 
Seminary in Campinas, is a recognition of his struggles, influences, and definite place 
in the history of Protestant theology in Latin America. His concept of “the form of the 
Church in a new Diaspora” clearly relates to the new ecclesiology of the “Basic Christian 
Communities” in Latin America. Leonardo Boff coined the phrase “eclesiogénesis” 
influenced by Teilhard de Chardin, but Shaull’s influence is also evident. See José 
Bittencourt Filho, Por uma eclesiologia militante: ISAL como nascedouro de uma nova 
eclesiologia para a América Latina (Sao Bernardo do Campo, Brazil: Instituto Metodista 
de Ensino Superior, 1988), 52-55; and Leonardo Boff, Eclesiogénesis: Las comunidades 
de base reinventan la iglesia, trans. Juan Carlos Rodríguez (Santander, Spain: Sal 
Terrae, 1984), 51-76.

12 Richard Shaull, “La forma de la iglesia en la nueva diáspora,” Cuadernos de Marcha 20 
(September, 1969), 69-70.

13 Ibid., 70-74.
14 Ibid., 74-75.
15 Carmelo E. Álvarez, Una iglesia en diáspora: Apuntes para una eclesiología solidaria (San 

Jose, Costa Rica: DEI, 1991), 87-98. This article emphasizes the importance of eccles-

20  ·  Carmelo ÁLVAREZ, Chicago, Ill, USA
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God has been calling the church to a new diaspora. The new dias-
pora is based on a biblical analysis that sees Israel as the people in dis-
persion searching for a more permanent society while discerning God’s 
calling and judgment in a journey of faith.16 After more than a thousand 
years, Christendom is in the midst of a crisis and is being challenged to 
renew the existing forms of the church and make them more authentic 
for today.17 The people of God are seen in the New Testament as the 
eclessía that testified and lived in pilgrimage, a model that could be an 
effective vision for the church today.18 The church in koinonia assumes 
the life in Christ and witnesses and shares a new spirituality as the new 
people of God.19

Shaull emphasizes that unless the church accepts this challenge, 
other sects will present a more attractive and pertinent answer to the 
daily need of the people. The church in this new diaspora witnesses in 
concrete solidarity with the struggles and aspirations of God’s people and 
searches for new manifestations of human dignity and life.20 A witness-
ing church serving in dispersion accepts this new form in order to serve 
God’s purpose in this new diaspora, in history. 21 

Participants in the III Evangelical Conference (CELA) held in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina, in 1969 insisted on a new vision of the social 
reality. In their role as evangelizers, the churches expressed their New 
Awareness (emphases mine) in a commitment to freedom and justice. 
They stated that underdevelopment demands structural change in order 
to transform the dominant political systems into more "humanizing 
structures." 22  The language of this Conference was new and distinct.23  
It articulated a more prophetic and committed position inspired by the 
progressive elements in the ecumenical movement, particularly the WCC’s 

siology on the foundation of ISAL, as well as Shaull’s influence and the implications for 
liberation theology from ecumenical and Protestant perspectives.

16 Ibid., 76.
17 Ibid., 75.
18 Ibid., 77.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid., 78-79.
22 Deudores al mundo (Montevideo: UNELAM, 1969).
23 Valdo Galland, “Report on the Third C.E.L.A.,” (Geneva: DWME/CICARWS, n.d.), 1-9. 

Galland writes the report as a representative of the World Council of Churches after a 
visit to Latin America. He sees the tensions between the more avant-garde ecumenical 

Protestantism in Latin America and the Caribbean. Searching for its identity  ·  21
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Church and Society. José Míguez Bonino, quoting Orlando E. Costas, 
affirms this stronger language:

Orlando E. Costas, in a careful analysis of the Third Latin 
American Protestant Conference, has spoken of ‘a new vision.’ He points 
out that the ‘socioanalytic language is more precise and committed.’ It 
speaks of ‘a socioeconomic inequality between social classes’ and a call 
for ’a dynamic and decisive participation of all believers, including 
ministers, in the processes of transformation of the (existing) political 
systems.’ 24

The Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI), founded in 
Oaxtepec, Mexico, in 1978, adopted a yet more prophetic position, pur-
suing more progressive issues like solidarity with the poor, the defense 
of human rights, liberation, and the role of women in the churches. This 
Conference resulted in many programs and services that are clearly lib-
erationist in content and praxis. CLAI’s position is that evangelization and 
mission have a transforming presence and are committed to abolishing 
existing structures of injustice. CLAI was the fulfillment of the dream 
sparked during the Havana Congress in 1929: an ecumenical organization 
searching for identity and mission and promoting unity. 25 

The Oaxtepec, Mexico, Assembly “Mission and Unity in Latin 
America” in 1978 has proved to be a historic moment for Latin American 
Protestant churches. The Assembly was under pressure because of ram-
pant human rights violations in the late 1970s and early 1980s in Latin 
America.26 A war in Central America, dictatorships in South America, 
extreme poverty throughout Latin America, and the circumstances of 
the “forgotten sectors” (women, indigenous groups, Afro-Latin American 

movements and UNELAM. At the same time, he draws a large picture in which both the 
positive and negative elements are presented as a challenge for the Protestant churches 
in the region. An affirmation of the common task in mission and unity between the WCC 
and the Latin American churches concludes the report. He talks about a “stronger con-
sciousness” and a witness that the churches assume in their Latin American identity.

24 José Míguez Bonino, “A Mirror for the Ecumenical Movement? Ecumenism in Latin 
America,” in Voices of Unity: Essays in Honor of Dr. W. A. Visser't Hooft on the Occasion 
of His 80th Birthday, ed. Ans J. van der Bent (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1983), 49-50. 
For a more detailed analysis of Costas’ interpretation, see Orlando E. Costas, Theology 
at the Crossroads in Contemporary Latin America, 86-126.

25 Dafne Sabanes Plou, Caminos de unidad, 118-132; and Pablo Alberto Deiros, Historia del 
cristianismo en América Latina, 810-812. See also Rubén Lores, “Some Notes on the 
New Spirit of Ecumenism in Latin America before and after Oaxtepec,” (mimeographed 
presentation, NCCC-USA, 1979), 43-46.

26 CLAI, Oaxtepec 1978, 209-216.

22  ·  Carmelo ÁLVAREZ, Chicago, Ill, USA
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groups, and youth) were concrete and pressing issues.27 The Assembly 
responded by addressing the character and role of power structures in 
society. Ecology, human life, and the need for reconciliation in the church-
es and in society were considered priorities integral to the proclamation 
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The role of the church and its mission is to 
proclaim God’s reign for the whole of Latin America 28. 

The decades between 1960 and 1980 were crucial times of crisis 
and of hope for the Protestant Churches in Latin America.29  The political, 
economic, social, and religious circumstances in the region are evidences 
of a new moment, a new Kairos in which the churches had an opportu-
nity to become more contextualized and relevant. The Protestant church-
es--Methodist, Baptist, Anglican, and Pentecostal--found a way to respond 
and be faithful.30  Between 1983 and 1992 these groups organized theo-
logical consultations and shared their reflections and challenges in books, 
forums, and seminars.31  Dow Kirkpatrick, Methodist executive with the 
Board of Global Ministries of the United Methodist Church in the United 
States, published a book in 1988 with a selection of essays on the “reread-
ing of Protestant faith in Latin America today.” Its topics included sancti-
fication, biblical interpretation, Christology, the priesthood of all beliers, 
the Trinity, the relevancy of Protestant theology to Latin America, and a 
new ecumenical vision of “the struggle for life.”32 

The Ecumenical Council of Churches of Cuba organized a consulta-
tion in Matanzas, inviting the Protestant denominations that had estab-
lished the missionary work in the nineteenth century and early twentieth 
century to reflect on the “Missionary Heritage in Cuba.” This consultation 
was a time to examine, to ponder, and to engage in honest criticism and 
constructive dialogue about relationships. It was also a time to heal and 
to reconcile.33 

27 Ibid., 205-225.
28 Carmelo E. Álvarez, El papel de la iglesia en América Latina: Una introducción a la crisis 

del protestantismo y al desafío misional del continente, CLAI, Oaxtepec 1978, 173-192.
29 Carmelo E. Álvarez, Una iglesia en diáspora, 87-89.
30 Carmelo E. Álvarez, “Latin American Protestantism (1969-1978),” in The Challenge of Basic 

Christian Communities, ed. Sergio Torres and John Eagleson, 103-106.
31 This process of organizing consultations was sponsored by the Ecumenical Research 

Department in San Jose, Costa Rica, through a program called Protestant Traditions 
in Latin America under the coordination of José Duque and Carmelo E. Álvarez. The 
process was shared with leaders of the different traditions with the participation of 
prominent theologians from those traditions. The following books were published as part 
of the program:

José Duque, ed., La tradición protestante en la teología latinoamericana, primer intento: 
Lectura de la tradición Metodista (San Jose, Costa Rica: DEI, 1983).

Protestantism in Latin America and the Caribbean. Searching for its identity  ·  23
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By the end of the century the National Council of Churches in the 
United States called a missiology consultation in San Jose, Costa Rica, 
entitled “Hope and Justice for All in the Americas: Discerning God’s 
Mission.”

If Panama [Panama Congress, 1916] was witness to a monologue 
by mission boards, in San José [Missiology Consultation, 1998] there was 
an effort to create dialogue by expanding the circle of interlocutors…In 
San José we helped one another recognize ourselves as co-participants in 
God’s mission.34

Conclusions

Since its arrival in Latin America and the Caribbean in the early 
nineteenth century, the liberal missionary movement, represented by the 
mainline denominations in the United States, faced a crucial challenge: 
the search for a regional identity and mission. The pressing task was to 
affirm a heritage (roots) and look for a promising destiny (future). This 
ongoing search for meaning, vision, and hope has received a variety of 
interpretations by theologians and church leaders.

The missions of the liberal Protestant churches in Latin America 
faced serious obstacles from their inception: the church came from the 
United States divided, which often made the church a divisive force. The 
tension between the church’s divided history and mission, along with the 
struggle to create an awareness and relevant responses to the socio-eco-
nomic, political, and cultural challenges in the conflicting circumstances 
of Latin America and the Caribbean, complicated relationships between 
different churches and church organizations. Church leaders became con-
vinced of the necessity for mission and unity as visible signs of a sharing 
in God’s mission in the coming of the kingdom. Ecumenical organiza-

Jorge Pixley, ed., La mujer en la construcción de la iglesia: Una perspectiva bautista desde 
América Latina y el Caribe (San Jose, Costa Rica: DEI, 1986).

Jorge Pixley, ed., Hacia una fe evangélica latinoamericanista: Una perspectiva bautista (San 
Jose, Costa Rica: DEI, 1988).

Ashton Jacinto Brooks, ed., Eclesiología: Presencia Anglicana en la Región Central de 
América (San Jose, Costa Rica: DEI, 1990).

Carmelo E. Álvarez, ed., Pentecostalismo y liberación: Una experiencia latinoamericana (San 
Jose, Costa Rica: DEI-CEPLA, 1992.

32 Dow Kirkpatrick, ed., Faith Born in the Struggle for Life: A Rereading of Protestant Faith in 
Latin America Today (Grand Rapids, MI: W. B. Eerdmans, 1988).

 33 Rafael Cepeda, ed., La herencia misionera en Cuba (San Jose, Costa Rica: DEI, 1984).
34 Oscar L. Bolioli, ed., Hope and Justice for All in the Americas: Discerning God’s Mission 

(New York: Friendship Press, 1998), 1-2.
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tions, regional and national conferences, consultations, and continental 
assemblies were attempts to promote a conciliar process and to create 
conditions for a visible manifestation of mission and unity. The founding 
of the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI) in 1978 was a concrete 
institutional expression of a visible ecumenical manifestation of mission 
and unity. The ecumenical vocation and the missional commitment were 
intertwined.

The liberal missionary model was influenced by the ideology of 
an expansive “liberal project” promoted by the United States and Europe. 
The goals and strategies of businessmen and missionaries coincided in 
implementing progressive, democratic elements within a larger liberal-
democratic project.

The liberal missionary movement had to rise to the challenge of 
becoming an incarnated Protestantism both viable and relevant in the his-
torical conditions of Latin America and the Caribbean. The church’s search 
for identity and mission led to a view of the church as a new diaspora, 
the people of God sharing in God’s mission.
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Vatican II  
and The 'Birth' of The Asian Church 

Edmund CHIA
Catholic University of Melbourne

Australia

The Time of the Heirs

It is not too far-fetched to suggest that the Asian Church was born 
as a result of the Second Vatican Council. Until then what we had were the 
many Churches in Asia, rather than a singular and united Church of Asia. 
Moreover, even if in existence for more than five hundred years, these 
Churches in Asia were more like little colonies of their mother Churches 
in Europe. Not only did they have greater resemblance to Europe than 
to Asia, the Asian Church’s hierarchy was also more connected with the 
ecclesiastical officials in Europe than with other bishops in Asia. In fact, 
it was at the Second Vatican Council that many of the Asian bishops met 
and got to know one another for the first time. They maintained their rela-
tionship upon their return to Asia and subsequently toyed with the idea 
of setting up some sort of structure to help build upon the new spirit of 
communion established amongst themselves.

The papal visit of Pope Paul VI to Asia in 1970 provided the occa-
sion for the Asian bishops to come together in Manila, the Philippines. 
The event brought together 180 bishops from across Asia and they took 
the opportunity to call for an Asian Bishops’ Meeting. During the gather-
ing the idea of a Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) was 
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conceived and conceptualized. Citing French Dominican Yves Congar, 
Filipino Jesuit priest C. G. Arévalo (who was present at the meeting) sug-
gested that the Asian Bishops’ Meeting could be regarded as the begin-
ning of a truly Asian Church: “And now the heirs have found their own 
voice; they can now speak for themselves... It is now the time of the 
heirs.”1 

Indian theologian Felix Wilfred had this to say about the Asian 
Bishops’ Meeting: “Never before had Asian bishops come together to 
exchange experiences and to deliberate jointly on common questions and 
problems facing the continent. The meeting marked the beginning of a 
new consciousness of the many traditional links that united the various 
peoples of this part of the globe.”2 At the end of the meeting, the bishops 
issued a Message of the Conference in which they acknowledged that as 
part of the “awakening, we see the face of an Asia at long last coming to 
birth as a true community of peoples. For barriers which have so long 
isolated our nations from one another are falling one by one, and the 
desire grows among us to know each other and to find each other as 
Asian, sister-nations among whom relationships of friendship and trust, 
of collaboration, sharing and genuine solidarity may be firmly lastingly 
wrought” (ABM, art. 12).3 

The bishops concluded the Asian Bishops’ Meeting urging the set-
ting up of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences: “The Episcopal 
Conferences here represented are urged to authorize and support a per-
manent structure for the effective implementation of the decisions of this 
meeting” (ABM, art. 1). With that mandate, a meeting was held in Hong 
Kong four months later, in March 1971, bringing together the presidents 
of eleven Bishops’ Conferences for the purpose of discussing the nature, 
objectives, and scope of the proposed Federation.4 

In Hong Kong, however, the bishops encountered their first obsta-
cle when Bishop Edward Cassidy, the then Taipei-based nuncio, indicated 
that certain officials of the Roman Curia had expressed reservations about 
the proposed Federation. Cassidy advised the bishops against having 
the meeting. In an interview with South Korean Cardinal Stephen Kim, 

1 C. G. Arévalo, “...The Time of the Heirs,” in For All the Peoples of Asia: Federation of Asian 
Bishops’ Conferences, Documents from 1970 to 1991, vol. 1, ed. Gaudencio Rosales & 
C. G. Arévalo (Quezon City: Claretian, 1997), xviii. 

2 Felix Wilfred, “The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC): Orientations, 
Challenges and Impact,” in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, xxiii.  

3 Asian Bishops’ Meeting, ABM (Manila, 1970), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 3-8.
4 Miguel Marcelo Quantra, At the Side of the Multitudes: The Kingdom of God and the Mission 

of the Church in the FABC Documents (Quezon City: Claretian, 2000), 9.  
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who was among the bishops who attended that ground-breaking meet-
ing in Hong Kong, Thomas Fox records the cardinal as saying: “Cassidy 
told us that there was nothing that could be done. The only thing left 
[for us] to do was to go shopping – or leave Hong Kong right away. We 
were shocked.”5  Apparently, Rome feared that the proposed Federation 
of Asian Bishops’ Conferences might present the challenges which the 
Consejo Episcopal Latino-Americano (CELAM), established in 1956, was 
presenting. One recalls here that the propositions of the 1968 Medellin 
conference, which endorsed a fundamental option for the poor, had gen-
erated a lot of discomfort amongst curial officials. Rome certainly did not 
wish to see yet another group of Episcopal conferences moving down 
a similar path, especially after the Asian Bishops’ Meeting had more or 
less also endorsed the fundamental option for the poor. Filipino Bishop 
Julio Labayen, another bishop who spearheaded the establishment of the 
FABC, later commented that the curial bishops had actually criticized the 
ABM statement as “a work of sociologists than churchmen.”6 

In any case, after some debate and discussion the bishops gath-
ered in Hong Kong decided to continue with their meeting. This can be 
regarded as the first “moment” of the Asian Church, much like what hap-
pened at the first session of the Second Vatican Council when the bishop-
delegates refused to cede to the recommendations of the curial bishops 
for how the Council was to be run. Thus, the bishops in Hong Kong came 
up with the proposed structures and draft Statutes, which was eventually 
approved by the Holy See in November 1972. FABC was officially consti-
tuted two years after the Asian Bishops’ Meeting, an event often regarded 
as the product of “prophetic inspiration” and a “grace of collegiality.” 7  

Context of the Church in Asia

Establishing a pan-Asian institution for the purpose of collegial 
sharing and support was but only the first step in the development of the 
Asian Church. The more important development really began when fresh 
theological ideas were offered, especially the prophetic reflections by the 
Asian bishops and their theologians in addressing the contextual realities 
of Asia. Of significance is the bishops beginning by recognizing that “with 
the era of colonialism now a moment of the past, we witness throughout 
Asia today the emergence within each of our nations, both old and new, 

5 Thomas Fox, Pentecost in Asia: A New Way of Being Church (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2002), 24.
6 Bishop Julio Xavier Labayen, “Historical Background of the Office of Human Development 

and the BISAs,” in FABC Papers No. 6 (Hong Kong: FABC, 1977), 7.  
7 C. G. Arevalo, “...The Time of the Heirs,” xvii.
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of a new consciousness and a new self-understanding” (ABM, art. 9). They 
also acknowledged that “modern day Asia is marked today by swift and 
far-reaching transformation, a continent undergoing modernization and 
profound social change, along with secularization and the break up of 
traditional societies” (FABC I, art. 4). 8 

A recurring theme in their theological reflections is that Asia is a 
“continent of the teeming masses... [with] ...almost two-thirds of mankind. 
It is a face largely marked with poverty, with under-nourishment and ill 
health, scarred by war and suffering, troubled and restless” (ABM, art. 
5). Another recurring theme is “the face of Asia that is the continent of 
ancient and diverse cultures, religions, histories and traditions, a region 
like Joseph’s coat of many colors” (ABM, art. 7). Where Asia is different 
from all the other continents is that it is the cradle of all the major world’s 
religions. The bishops realize that it is these “great religious traditions in 
Asia which form the basis of the establishment, growth and development 
of the many cultures and nations of this great continent” (FABC IV, art. 
3.0.2).9 

Aside from these contextual realities external to the Church there 
is also the internal attitude which characterized the Asian Church, at 
least up until the 1970s, to contend with. These need enumerating and 
can best be summed up by the statement of the Asian Bishops’ Meeting 
which reads:

But we must acknowledge too, with regret, where we have been 
found wanting: where we have tended to foster on only narrow and 
‘domestic’ interests; where we could have shown more compassion and 
solicitude for the poor and have not been sufficiently vigorous in spea-
king out for justice and the defense of human rights; where we have not 
incarnated the Christian life and enfleshed the Church in ways and pat-
terns of our respective cultures, and thus kept it an alien in our lands; 
where we have not sought understanding of, reconciliation and collabo-
ration with our brothers of other Christian Churches and of other faiths 
(ABM, art. 17).  

Unfortunately, these attitudes built up over the centuries have 
resulted in the Church being viewed as disengaged from and therefore 
foreign to the people of Asia. Its colonial origins and heritage, its contin-
ued association with and dependence upon Western norms, finances and 

8 First Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, FABC I (Taipei, 
1974), “Evangelization in Modern Day Asia,” in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 11-25.

9 Fourth Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, FABC IV (Tokyo, 
1986), “The Vocation and Mission of the Laity in the Church and in the World of Asia,” in 
For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 177-198.  
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authority are further liabilities which contribute to the Church’s image of 
foreignness. This foreignness and lack of acceptance is compounded by 
the fact that Christians are a small minority in most of Asia. Today, except 
for the Philippines and East Timor (whose combined Christian popula-
tion make up about two-thirds of all Christians in Asia) and Korea (with 
about 25-30% of its population Christian), the other countries in Asia 
have a Christian population which numbers no more than a few percent 
of the nation’s population. A minority religion, like all minorities, is often 
accompanied by a minority complex. One manifestation of this is that 
the smallness of one’s group can generate so much anxiety and threat 
that out-group members are perceived as competitors, enemies or even 
potential persecutors. The primary concern of such a Church then is the 
survival of one’s little flock. It then tends towards being inward-focused 
which in turn isolates it from the realities of the cultural milieu.

The Coming of Age of the Asian Church

This is where the Asian bishops revealed their prophetic stance. 
Instead of yielding to the old paradigm and mindset of an inward-looking 
Church the bishops took seriously the call of Vatican II to be engaged 
with the modern world and began to look outwards to discern where and 
how the Church should be carrying out its mission and evangelization. 
Two years after the FABC was established it held its first plenary assem-
bly to discuss the theme of Evangelization in Modern Day Asia.

The bishops decided that “to preach the Gospel in Asia today we 
must make the message and life of Christ truly incarnate in the minds 
and lives of our peoples” (FABC I, art. 9).  In this regard, “the building 
up of a truly local church” (FABC I, art. 9) is of prime importance, and 
for this to be effected, the Church must be “in continuous, humble and 
loving dialogue with the living traditions, the cultures, the religions – in 
brief, with all the life-realities of the people in whose midst it has sunk its 
roots deeply and whose history and life it gladly makes its own” (FABC 
I, art. 12). 

The next few plenary assemblies, held every four or five years, 
discussed the themes of prayer, communion, and vocation and mission of 
the laity. I will skip over these to highlight the 1990 fifth plenary assem-
bly.10  The assembly was unique in that it called for a totally “new way of 
being and becoming Church” and insisted that while “mission may find 

10 Fifth Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, FABC V (Bandung, 
1990), “Journeying Together Toward the Third Millennium,” in For All the Peoples of Asia, 
vol. 1, 273-289.  

Vatican II and the 'Birth' of the Asian Church  ·  31



32  ·  

its greatest urgency in Asia; it also finds in our continent a distinctive 
mode” (FABC V, art. 1.6). The bishops then declared: “For Christians in 
Asia, to proclaim Christ means above all to live like him, in the midst of 
our neighbors of other faiths and persuasions, and to do his deeds by the 
power of his grace. Proclamation through dialogue and deeds – this is the 
first call to the Churches in Asia” (FABC V, art. 4.1).

The other point worth noting about this fifth plenary assembly is 
that it was held exactly twenty years after the Asian Bishops’ Meeting. 
Thus, the assembly at Bandung was commemorating two decades of the 
new Asian consciousness. It was a celebration of the Asian Church come 
of age and poised to take its place as an adult in Asian society. As an 
adult whose concern for service and generativity is heightened, the Asian 
Church of the post-Bandung era became more focused on life-giving and 
social issues. It began to pay more attention to how the Church could be 
of service to life and society in general. A comparative look at its state-
ments reveals that in the last two decades more space has devoted to 
social issues such as globalization, trans-national migration, militarization, 
ecology, refugees, the girl-child, etc. The seventh plenary assembly, held 
in the year 2000, began first by referring to the Jubilee Year’s celebration 
of the birth of Jesus and the opening of the “Holy Doors” of churches. 
It acknowledged that “it is there beyond the doors that we hear [Jesus’] 
reassuring and empowering word,” and then quickly added that “it is 
through the same doors that we now go out into the world of the peoples 
of Asia into their struggles and joys, which are also ours” (FABC VII, art. 
III:C).  Thus, the evangelizing mission of the Church of Asia is beyond the 
Church doors, in solidarity with all the peoples of Asia.11

Towards an Active Integral Evangelization

The 2000 plenary assembly marked another significant milestone 
for the FABC. It was thirty years after the Asian Bishops’ Meeting and so 
was an occasion to look back at how the Asian Church had developed. 
This is how the bishops see the situation:

For thirty years, as we have tried to reformulate our Christian 
identity in Asia, we have addressed different issues, one after another: 
evangelization, inculturation, dialogue, the Asianness of the Church, jus-
tice, the option for the poor, etc. Today, after three decades, we no longer 
speak of such distinct issues. We are addressing present needs that are 

11  Seventh Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, FABC VII 
(Samphran, 2000), “A Renewed Church in Asia: A Mission of Love and Service,” in For 
All the Peoples of Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, Document from 1997 
to 2001, vol. 3, ed. Franz Eilers (Quezon City: Claretian, 2002), 1-16.
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massive and increasingly complex. These issues are not separate topics 
to be discussed, but aspects of an integrated approach to our Mission of 
Love and Service. We need to act ‘integrally.’ As we face the needs of the 
21st century, we do so with Asian hearts, in solidarity with the poor and 
the marginalized, in union with all our Christian brothers and sisters 
and by joining hands with all men and women of Asia of many different 
faiths. Inculturation, dialogue, justice and the option for the poor are 
aspects of whatever we do (FABC VII, part III).

The term “active integral evangelization” has been used to describe 
the direction the Church needs to take. It begins with a renewal in the 
Asian Christian’s understanding of mission and evangelization. In particu-
lar, FABC has understood the Church’s mission as primarily “being with 
the people, responding to their needs, with sensitiveness to the presence 
of God in cultures and other religious traditions, and witnessing to the 
values of God’s Kingdom through presence, solidarity, sharing and word” 
(FABC V, art. 3.1.2).  Felix Wilfred offers these reflections: “In seeking 
to respond to the challenges of the Asian context, the Kingdom of God 
becomes, in the thought of the bishops, a focal point. It offers the most 
suitable framework for making sense of their two major experiences, 
which are also their chief concerns: the religious and cultural plurality 
of the Asian peoples, and the prevalence of massive poverty.” It follows 
therefore that “Jesus is relevant to Asia, not because the bulk of the Asian 
masses are non-Christians, but because they are poor.” 12

This brings us to the question of how the Asian bishops view the 
other religions. From the outset this has been unambiguous. The first 
FABC plenary assembly was explicit in testifying that other religions are 
indeed “significant and positive elements in the economy of God’s design 
of salvation” (FABC I, art. 14). The bishops are ever conscious that these 
religions of Asia have been the source and inspiration for generations of 
peoples and have helped in the spiritual development and growth of an 
entire continent for millennia. In light of this they asked, albeit rhetori-
cally: “How then can we not give them [the other religions] reverence 
and honor? And how can we not acknowledge that God has drawn our 
peoples to Himself through them?” (FABC I, art. 15). They go on further to 
advise that the plurality of religion is not only tolerated but accepted as 
part of God’s design of salvation of human beings: “The great religions of 
Asia with their respective creeds, cults and codes reveal to us diverse ways 

12 Felix Wilfred, “Images of Jesus Christ in the Asian Pastoral Context: An Interpretation of 
Documents from the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences,” Concilium (1993/2): 
52-53.  
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of responding to God whose Spirit is active in all peoples and cultures” 
(BIRA IV/7, art. 12).13  They also argue that “diversity is not something to 
be regretted and abolished, but to be rejoiced over and promoted, since 
it represents richness and strength. Harmony is not simply the absence of 
strive, described as ‘live and let live’. The test of true harmony lies in the 
acceptance of diversity as richness” (BIRA IV/11, art. 15).14   

This brings the discussion to the notion of “harmony.” If there is 
one concept or notion which undergirds all of FABC’s theological thrust, 
it is harmony. In confronting the realities of Asia, especially its poverty 
and injustice as well as its cultural and religious pluralism, the underly-
ing guiding principle which has shaped FABC thought is how things can 
be made more harmonious. “At the heart of our vision of life is the Asian 
reverential sense of mystery and of the sacred, a spirituality that regards 
life as sacred and discovers the Transcendent and its gifts even in mun-
dane affairs, in tragedy or victory, in brokenness or wholeness. This deep 
interiority draws people to experience harmony and inner peace and 
infuses ethics into all of creation” (FABC VI, art. 10).15  

Vision doesn’t necessarily mean Reception

What I have discussed above is the vision of the bishops for what 
the Church of Asia should be and how it ought to develop. This, unfortu-
nately, need not necessarily correlate with what the Asian Church actually 
is in reality, at least not yet. Just as there is debate over the hermeneutic 
of continuity as opposed to the hermeneutic discontinuity with regard 
to the Second Vatican Council, the same deliberation can also be found 
within Asia with regard to the teachings, role and stature of the FABC. 
While in theory the FABC has been advancing a set of teachings which 
seem like a rupture from the classical and traditional teachings of the 
Church on mission and evangelization, there are also local Asian bishops 
who prefer interpretations which are continuous with the Asian mission 
history, especially those more aligned to the colonial approaches. Suffice 
to say the reception of FABC teachings has been ambiguous at best. 

13 Seventh Bishops’ Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue, BIRA IV/7 
(Tagaytay City, 1988), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 310.  

14 Eleventh Bishops’ Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the Theology of Dialogue, BIRA IV/XI 
(Sukabumi, 1988), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 321.  

15  Sixth Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, FABC VI (Manila, 
1995), “Christian Discipleship in Asia Today: Service to Life,” in For All the Peoples of 
Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, Documents from 1992 to 1996, vol. 2, 
ed. Franz-Josef Eilers (Quezon City: Claretian, 1997), 1-12.
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Moreover, there is also the question of the canonical stature and 
authority of regional Episcopal conferences such as the FABC (or CELAM 
or the Australian Catholic Bishops Conference for that matter). In fact, 
FABC’s statutes clearly spells out that it is no more than a “voluntary 
association” whose purpose is “to foster among its members solidarity and 
co-responsibility for the welfare of Church and society in Asia.” It goes 
without saying that the FABC therefore lacks teeth and so its teachings 
and recommendations are “without juridical binding force.”16 

But, just as we rejoice over the 16 Vatican II documents and the 
spirit of renewal which it inspired, we can also rejoice that the Asian 
Church has a vision and blueprint for its own renewal. If the reality on 
the ground does not seem consistent with this vision it is partly because 
the demands placed upon the Christian faith is huge. An inculturated and 
dialoguing Church is necessarily accompanied by a self-effacing attitude 
which has no place for any triumphalistic display of the faith. This, unfor-
tunately, is a tall order for the Church in Asia. This is in part why until 
today this renewed vision for the Church in Asia resides principally in the 
documents of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences.

16 Statutes of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences: FABC (Hong Kong: FABC, 1999), 
1-2.
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Second Vatican Council 
and Protestantism 

José DUQUE
San José, Costa Rica

Abstract

The Second Vatican Council and the transformative movement 
within Protestantism after WWII are each “a child of the times”.  They 
are part of a movement which transcends institutional and confessional 
borders, a spiritual and theological movement characterized by its open-
ness to discern the spirit of the times, times of crisis and uncertainty which 
carry within them the seeds of real change.  These times provoke a deep 
spiritual longing and hope, a locus theologicuswhich is part of the tumul-
tuous of history of this troubled time.  A new society and a new church 
thus emerge from the mutual interchange between the churches and the 
transformative secular social movements.  This is why we find so many 
similarities between the extraordinary vision and project of the Second 
Vatican council and the project of a number of the ecumenical and evan-
gelical sectors of Protestantism.

As we know, the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), represents a 
milestone in the history of the Roman Catholic Church of the twentieth 
century.1  This year to commemorate the 50 years of so extraordinary 
event, we can look beyond and say that, that was certainly a fact which 
impacted, directly or indirectly, on all global Christianity, but had special 
resonance in Latin American Catholicism.

Surprisingly convened by Pope John XXIII, only three months after 
his inauguration as Pope, just at the close of the "week of prayer for 
Christian Unity", showed in him, a deep sensitivity to the challenges and 

1 Floristan, 1999, p.125.
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possibilities of the historical context of his time. Certainly, this announce-
ment was received by many sectors of the Church, as a hopeful force, but 
for others, the announcement was greeted with skepticism.2 

The truth is that among Protestant Ecumenical sectors moving 
around the World Council of Churches (WCC) of the time, they also blew 
winds of openness and renewal. Especially in environments of the then 
so-called "third world", in Protestant Ecumenical sectors, Vatican II, was 
well received because it coincided, in many respects, with efforts at the 
same time making the ecumenical movement.

In the little space that we have to introduce this approach, a ques-
tion which suggests the coincidence between the winds of change, both 
the Vatican and Protestant stands us: what conditions historical, socio-
economic existed, which made possible such change in religious move-
ments?

To clear our curiosity about this question, I suggest the following 
path: 1) the meaning of the proposal of Vatican II. (2) Coincides with the 
vision of certain sectors of Protestantism. (3) Perspectives and warnings.

1) The meaning of the proposal of Vatican II.

As says CacianoFloristán, the II Vatican Council (SVC), "Occurred 
at a propitious time social and cultural, in full development of the 1960s 
and a promising global juncture."3  In addition Floristán, pointed out: 
"the movements of renewal prior to Vatican II, in fight against inmovilist 
forces, led to its happy realization".4 

Then, what was the specific proposed the SVC, which raised 
many expectations and hopes? According to Floristán, the most obvious 
goal was "the aggiornamento of the Church". Quoting g. Gutiérrez, the 
Conciliar objectives were: "(1) the opening of the Church to the modern 
world and society, scrutinizing the "signs of the times", to make it intel-
ligible to the proclamation of the Gospel." (2) The unity of Christians or 
active presence of the Church in ecumenism. "(3) The Church of the poor 
in strict fidelity to the Gospel." 5 

In the above, there are, among many others, two indications that 
we should highlight: on the one hand, that this Council, no doubt, is the 
result of his time, from its context. In other words, the Vatican II came at 

2 Congar, 1970, pp.11-18.
3 Floristan, op. Cit. p.125.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid,p.2.
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a propitious time, a time of search, with an air of change, it is a kairos, 
i.e. came because the signs of the times, revealed a mature and appropri-
ate historical conditions. The Church itself was urgently by properly put 
in place social and theological, according to the challenges and needs of 
that historic moment. She needed to speak, behave, and showing a new 
way, which was already opening in the contemporary world. Would she 
no longer be more over society, but who intended to walk in, and with 
the same human, being part of the world history.6 

On the other hand, according to experts, the Vatican was also moti-
vated by movements of change within the Church itself. I.e., the proposal 
was not the fruit of the lucidity of an individual, nor was produced by a 
generation spontaneous. Had an evangelical force renewing ad intra in 
the same church. It happened because the unsettling spirit was moving 
for a long time now, within sectors of the Church with transformative 
force. There was even a failed attempt to convene a Council with Pio 
XII, just immediately after conclusion of the Second World War. Not be 
denied, that Pope John XXIII was key as a catalyst for the realization of 
the SVC.

The signs of the times ad extra and ad intra Church, gave the rea-
sons, indicated, defy, moving the minds and sensitive hearts towards the 
renewal. But such a transformative force not only occurred in the reli-
gious field,7  but that it was extremely dynamic in the society as a whole.

If the Vatican II, with the aggiornamento was preparing to respond 
to the transformational challenges both within the Church and in society, 
how face the Protestantism that same reality at that time? Let's see what 
we find on the subject.

2) Coincidences between the Vatican II and the vision of sectors of Protestantism.

The Protestant world is very diverse denominations and ecclesiasti-
cal structures, therefore we cannot here do not even a representative of 
that body called Protestantism synthesis. Then, propose, simply get some 
samples of two Protestant sectors who explicitly tried to respond to the 
historic challenges of their time. Then, we suggest making a fleeting ref-
erence to the Ecumenical Protestantism, linked to the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) and evangelical Protestantism.

a) The World Council of churches and the Ecumenical Protestantism.

6 Congar, Op. cit. p.13.
7 Cf. La noción “campo religioso” como lo plantea el sociólogo de la religión Otto Maduro, es 

el espacio social donde se desarrollan y es escenario de las prácticas religiosas en el 
cual influyen y son influidas por las condiciones sociales y sus conflictos. 1979. 
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The theme of the first Assembly of the WCC in 1948 Amsterdam, 
mark the orientation that the delegates, wanted to give to that event 
and the responsibility of the churches to the world of his time: "Man's 
Disorder and God's Design". It was like a trial against the Second World 
War, which had shown the side more violent and sinful of the modern 
human being. Although fascism had been defeated with the joint action 
of the allies, immediately the United States assumed world hegemony. 
Which, gave rise to a new confrontation in the world between the so-
called "Christian West", capitalist, led by the USA, and the East "atheist", 
Communist, led by the now defunct Soviet Union. This doctrine divided 
the world into economic, military and ideological confrontation that pre-
dicted a third world war. There was a demarcation geostrategic as areas 
of influence of each of the poles between the West and the East.

The concern of the new WCC, was no doubt the Division and the 
polarization of the world. Which, also divided and polarized the churches. 
For this reason, the WCC was actually a project of unity, which was due 
to start by the churches. Thus defined: For its member churches, the WCC 
is a unique space: one in which they can reflect, act, speak, worship and 
work together, challenge and support each other, share and debate with 
each other. As members of this fellowship, WCC member churches:

•	are	called	to	the	goal	of	visible	unity	in	one	faith	and	one	eucha-
ristic fellowship;

•	promote	their	common	witness	in	work	for	mission	and	evange-
lism;

•	engage	 in	 Christian	 service	 by	 serving	 human	 need,	 breaking	
down barriers between people, seeking justice and peace, and upholding 
the integrity of creation; and

•	foster	renewal	in	unity,	worship,	mission	and	service. 8 

These emphasis were organized into concrete programmers to 
contribute to the transformation of the world into a place of unity and 
life according to the Gospel. The second General Assembly of the WCC 
held in Evanston in 1954, and at the persistence of the polarization and 
the world crisis, proclaimed the motto: "Christ the Hope of the World." 
There is no other hope for the world, because human projects had not 
been able to meet urgent human needs.9 

Then in 1961, just in full preparation of Vatican II, was the general 

8 www.oikoumene.org
9 CF. “El fin de la era moderna”, en el cual se analiza la profunda crisis de la modernidad, y 

que se manifiesta con las dos Guerras Mundiales, la polarización del mundo, la injusticia 
como camino para la pobreza etc. Bosch, David, 2000, pp. 427ss.
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Assembly III, in New Delhi, with presence of observers sent by Pope 
John XXIII. Insisting in the lordship of Jesus Christ with the theme: "Jesus 
Christ, the Light of the World." Then, followed the IV Assembly of the 
WCC in Uppsala, 1968, when the East-West confrontation was at their 
worst moments. The invasion of the Soviet Union to Czechoslovakia, the 
Viet Nam war and countless coups in Latin America, justified by the doc-
trine of National Security.10 

We ended up mentioning that some called Assembly of "decoloni-
zation",11 carried out in Nairobi, 1975 with the slogan "Jesus Christ Frees 
and Unites". As preparation for this Assembly, a select group of theolo-
gians and African church leaders proposed a Moratorium,12 (1973). They 
rejected the financial aid and missionary personnel from the first world, 
because this was also a form of colonial domination. This "help" had con-
tinued to increase the dependency of the African churches and denied 
their cultural identity. This debate was one of the most uncomfortable 
issues for the rich Northern churches, but was inevitable.

Well, this synthetic review, serves as a reference to insinuate that 
the ecumenical movement, impelled by the challenges of the world his-
torical context, was also proposed guide the churches to serve as integral 
transformative forces. Thus summarized that effort, "justice, Peace, and the 
Integrity of Creation", with which "The WCC appealed to the Churches to 
make public commitments and undertake common actions on the threats 
to life in the areas of justice, peace and the integrity of creation, as part 
of the essence of what it means to be the church."13 It was a task within 
the same churches and the socio-historical context.

b) The Evangelical Protestantism.

We identify this as well because although it is generally identified 
with the reformation of the 16th century, emphasize not as Ecumenical. 
This sector, perhaps the most representative, after the Pentecostals, 
can identify with the 1910 Edinburgh missionary heritage. But its more 
explicit articulation occurs in what is known as the "Lausanne Movement". 
This was an evangelical Congress held in 1974 in the aforementioned city.

The following , is the point 5 of the Declaration called "Lausanne 
Covenant" on social responsibility, which already shows significant 
changes in the evangelical worldview:

10 Cf. Dussel, 1995, pp.258ss.
11 Assmann, 1975.
12 Cf. Van Elderen, 1990, pp.31ss.
13 www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/jpc/hist-e.h
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We affirm that God is both the Creator and the Judge of all people. 
We therefore should share his concern for justice and reconciliation 
throughout human society and for the liberation of men and women 
from every kind of oppression. Because men and women are made in 
the image of God, every person, regardless of race, religion, colour, cul-
ture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic dignity because of which he or 
she should be respected and served, not exploited. Here too we express 
penitence both for our neglect and for having sometimes regarded evan-
gelism and social concern as mutually exclusive. Although reconciliation 
with other people is not reconciliation with God, nor is social action 
evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation, nevertheless we affirm 
that evangelism and socio-political involvement are both part of our 
Christian duty. For both are necessary expressions of our doctrines of 
God and man, our love for our neighbour and our obedience to Jesus 
Christ. The message of salvation implies also a message of judgment upon 
every form of alienation, oppression and discrimination, and we should 
not be afraid to denounce evil and injustice wherever they exist. When 
people receive Christ they are born again into his kingdom and must seek 
not only to exhibit but also to spread its righteousness in the midst of an 
unrighteous world. The salvation we claim should be transforming us 
in the totality of our personal and social responsibilities. Faith without 
works is dead.14 

In the line of the Lausanne movement, known today was 
formed in Latin America and the Caribbean Theological Latin America 
Fraternity(TLF), which since the Lausanne Congress is notable for 
emphasizing "The Integral mission".15 Today, there is a greater closeness 
between Ecumenical sectors and FTL. Even, between these and the theol-
ogy of liberation. It is true that seem to arise as a sign of our time, will 
be understood as if they work for the same purpose, the overcoming of 
dualism, personal Holiness and social Holiness as constituent parts of a 
same piety.16 The following comment illustrates better what we have tried 
to show in the change of the vision and mission already manifest at the 
Lausanne Covenant.

Notorious way, firstly, the Covenant eliminates the dichotomy 
between evangelism and social and political responsibility. Nobody can 
pretend that the social and political concern has been a new discovery 
of Evangelicals in Lausanne. The fact is, however, that the social respon-

14 The Lausanne Covenant, was a evangelical congress, call by Willy Grahan, about 2, 700 
delegates were present attended the Congress, from 150 Nations. <www.lausanne.org>. 

15 Cf. Segura, Harold “La misión integral 35 años”<www.cempromex.org.mx/revista ftl/te>
16 Comentario de David Stoll<www.nodulo.org/bibstoll/alp05j.htm>
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sibility of Christians (based on the doctrine of God, the doctrine of man, 
the doctrine of salvation and the doctrine of the Kingdom) receives a 
place of prominence that barely could be considered characteristic of the 
Evangelical statements in the Covenant. Of course, said enough about the 
topic to clarify that the position is very different from that in which sal-
vation is reduced to the socio-political and economic liberation. However, 
the recognition that Christians must share God's concern "for Justice and 
reconciliation throughout human society and for the liberation of men of 
all kinds of oppression," and that the "evangelization and social and poli-
tical action are an integral part of our Christian duty" (section 5) leaves 
no room for a unilateral concept of the Mission of the church based on 
an unbiblical divorce between the proclamation (kerygma) and the servi-
ce (diakonia).17 

In the evangelical-protestant environments, it is very significant to 
note today, interest in overcoming the dualism, because only then the 
responsibility is assumed for the salvation of the integrity of creation and 
spirituality it is historical.

3) Perspectives and warnings.

These efforts of switching between Protestant sectors, must be 
qualified to avoid falling into messianic emphases. Because the religious 
field is very complex, as well as ambiguous. Albeit with some autonomy, 
this reproduce, reflected and affect the same trends, conflicts and forces 
moving in the social context.

The Protestant spirit is a strength of minority movements within 
the ecclesiastical institutions, sometimes tolerated by sectors of these 
institutions. They are spiritual and theological movements seeking free 
spaces to discern the signs of the times and receive light and inspiration 
of the prophetic, diaconal, biblical and pastoral gifts.

They are minority movements but they have impacted the churches 
and society, this what can we say about the theology of liberation, of the 
ecumenical movement, of the Evangelical conferences (CELA) of Church 
and society (ISAL) of the Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI), TLF, 
the biblical movement that produces the Journal of Biblical Interpretation 
in LA (RIBLA). Didn't happen the same with the movement of Jesus?

José Duque, May 2012.
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Concilio Vaticano Segundo 
y Protestantismo 

José DUQUE
San José, Costa Rica

Como ya tanto se ha dicho, el Concilio Vaticano Segundo (1962-
1965), constituye un hito en la historia de la Iglesia Católica Romana del 
siglo XX 1. Este año al conmemorarse los 50 años de tan extraordinario 
acontecimiento, podemos mirar hacia allá y afirmar que, sin duda, ese fue 
un hecho que repercutió, directa o indirectamente, en todo el cristianismo 
mundial, pero que tuvo especial resonancia en el catolicismo latinoame-
ricano. 

Convocado sorpresivamente por el papa Juan XXIII, solo tres meses 
después de su investidura como papa, justamente al clausurar la “Semana 
de oración por la unidad de los cristianos”, mostraba en él, una profunda 
sensibilidad por los desafíos y posibilidades del contexto histórico de su 
tiempo. Sin duda, ese anuncio, fue recibido por muchos sectores de esa 
iglesia, como una fuerza esperanzadora, pero para otros, el anuncio fue 
recibido con escepticismo 2. 

Lo cierto, es que en los medios protestantes ecuménicos que se 
movían alrededor del Consejo Mundial de Iglesias (WCC) de la época, 
también soplaban vientos de apertura y renovación. Especialmente en los 
ambientes del entonces llamado “Tercer Mundo”, en sectores protestan-
tes ecuménicos, el Vaticano II, fue bien recibido porque coincidía, en no 
pocos aspectos, con los esfuerzos que paralelamente hacía el movimiento 
ecuménico. 

1 Floristán, 1999, p.125.
2 Congar, 1970, pp. 11-18.
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En el poco espacio que tenemos para introducir este enfoque, se 
nos interpone una pregunta que sugiere la coincidencia entre los vien-
tos de cambio, tanto en el Vaticano II como en el protestantismo: ¿Qué 
condiciones histórico sociales se conjugaron para que se produjeran esos 
movimientos de cambio en lo religioso? 

Para despejar nuestra curiosidad sobre esta cuestión, sugiero seguir 
el siguiente camino: 1) El significado de la propuesta del Vaticano II. 2) 
La coincidencia con la visión de ciertos sectores del protestantismo. 3) 
Perspectivas y advertencias.

1) El significado de la propuesta del Vaticano II.

Como dice Casiano Floristán, el Concilio Vaticano II, “Ocurrió en 
un momento propicio social y cultural, en pleno desarrollo de la déca-
da de los sesenta y en una coyuntura mundial prometedora”3. Además 
Floristán, con agudeza precisó: “Los movimientos de renovación anterio-
res al Vaticano II, en lucha contra fuerzas inmovilistas, propiciaron su 
feliz realización”4. 

 Entonces, ¿qué fue lo más específico que propuso Vaticano II, lo 
cual suscitó tantas esperanzas? Según Floristán, el objetivo más evidente 
fue el “aggiornamento de la Iglesia”. Citando a G. Gutiérrez, los objetivos 
conciliares fueron: “1) La apertura de la Iglesia al mundo moderno y a la 
sociedad, escrutando los “signos de los tiempos”, para hacer inteligible el 
anuncio del evangelio. 2) La unidad de los cristianos o presencia activa 
de la Iglesia en el ecumenismo. 3) La Iglesia de los pobres en estricta 
fidelidad al evangelio”5.  

En lo anterior, hay, entre muchos otras, dos indicaciones que 
debemos destacar: por un lado, que este Concilio, sin duda, es fruto de 
su tiempo, de su contexto. En otras palabras, el Vaticano II llegó en un 
tiempo propicio, un tiempo de búsqueda, con aires de cambio, es un kai-
ros, es decir, llegó como un signo de los tiempos, cuando las condiciones 
históricas estaban maduras, apropiadas. La Iglesia misma estaba urgida 
por situarse adecuadamente en el lugar social y teológico, según los 
desafíos y necesidades de ese momento histórico. Ella necesitaba hablar, 
comportarse y mostrar un camino nuevo, el cual ya se estaba abriendo 
en el mundo contemporáneo. Ella ya no estaría más por encima de la 

3 Floristán p. 125. 
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid, p.130.
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sociedad, sino que se proponía caminar en, por y con la misma historia 
humana, siendo parte del mundo 6. 

Por otro lado, según los especialistas, el Vaticano II también esta-
ba motivado por movimientos de cambio al interior de la misma iglesia. 
Es decir, la propuesta no fue el fruto de la lucidez de un individuo, ni 
fue producido por una generación espontanea. Había una fuerza evan-
gélica renovadora ad intra de la misma Iglesia. Ocurrió, podemos decir 
entonces, porque el Espíritu se estaba moviendo desde hacía ya un largo 
tiempo, por ello ya se había hecho intentos de convocar un Concilio, 
esto ocurrió y no fue la primera vez, pero Pío XII lo intento sin suerte, 
justo inmediatamente después de concluida la Segunda Guerra Mundial. 
Aunque no se puede desconocer, que el papa Juan XXIII fue clave como 
un agente catalizador del movimiento transformador.

No vamos a seguir insistiendo, sobren lo que ya tanto se ha dicho. 
Los signos de los tiempos ad extra y ad intra de la iglesia, daban las 
razones, indicaban, desafiaban, problematizaban y movían las mentes y 
corazones sensibles hacia la renovación. Pero esa fuerza transformadora 
no solo ocurría dentro del campo religioso7, sino que era un hecho suma-
mente dinamizador en la sociedad como un todo. 

Si el Concilio Vaticano II, con el aggiornamento se disponía a res-
ponder a los desafíos transformadores tanto en el interior de la iglesia 
como en la sociedad, ¿cómo enfrentó el protestantismo esa misma rea-
lidad en aquel momento? Pasemos a ver qué encontramos al respecto.

2) Coincidencias entre el Vaticano II y la visión de sectores del protestantismo.

El mundo protestante es muy diverso en confesiones y estructuras 
eclesiásticas, por lo tanto no podemos aquí hacer ni siquiera una síntesis 
representativa de ese cuerpo llamado protestantismo. Entonces, propo-
nemos, simplemente sacar unas muestras de dos sectores protestantes 
que explícitamente intentaron responder a los desafíos históricos de su 
tiempo. Entonces, sugerimos hacer una fugaz referencia al protestantismo 
ecuménico, vinculado al Consejo Mundial de Iglesias (WCC) y al al pro-
testantismo evangelical. 

6 Congar, op. cit. p 13.
7 Cf. La noción “campo religioso” como lo plantea el sociólogo de la religión Otto Maduro, es 

el espacio social donde se desarrollan y es escenario de las prácticas religiosas en el 
cual influyen y son influidas por las condiciones sociales y sus conflictos. 1979. 
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a. El Consejo Mundial de Iglesias y el protestantismo ecuménico. 

El tema de la Primera Asamblea del WCC en Amsterdam 1948, 
marca la orientación que se le quería dar a ese evento y la responsabi-
lidad de las iglesias para con el mundo de su tiempo: “Man’s Disorder 
and God ‘s Design”. La Segunda guerra Mundial había mostrado el lado 
más violento y pecaminoso del ser humano moderno. Aunque el fascismo 
había sido derrotado con la acción conjunta de los aliados, inmediata-
mente EEUU asumió la hegemonía mundial. Lo cual dio pie a una nueva 
confrontación del mundo entre el llamado “occidente cristiano”, capita-
lista, liderado por EEUU, y el Oriente “ateo”, comunista, liderado por la 
hoy desaparecida Unión Soviética. Esta doctrina dividió el mundo en una 
confrontación ideológica, militar y económica que auguraba una tercera 
guerra mundial. Se realizó una demarcación geoestratégicas como áreas 
de influencia de cada uno de los polos entre el Occidente y el Oriente. 

La preocupación del nuevo WCC, sin duda era la división y la pola-
rización del mundo. Lo cual también dividía y polarizaba las iglesias. Por 
ello, el WCC era en realidad un proyecto de unidad, que debía empezar 
por las iglesias. Ese era un proyecto ecuménico. Así lo definieron: 

For its member churches, the WCC is a unique space: one in which 
they can reflect, speak, act, worship and work together, challenge and 
support each other, share and debate with each other. As members of this 
fellowship, WCC member churches: 

• are called to the goal of visible unity in one faith and one 
eucharistic fellowship;

• promote their common witness in work for mission and evange-
lism;

• engage in Christian service by serving human need, breaking 
down barriers between people, seeking justice and peace, and upholding 
the integrity of creation; and

• foster renewal in unity, worship, mission and service.

Estos énfasis fueron organizados en programas concretos para 
contribuir a la transformación del mundo en un lugar de unidad y vida, 
según el evangelio.

En la segunda Asamblea General del WCC realizada en Evanston 
en el 1954, y ante la persistencia de la polarización y crisis del mundo, se 
proclamó el lema: “Christ the Hope of the World. No hay otra esperanza 
para el mundo, pues los proyectos humanos no habían podido atender 
las urgentes necesidades humanas8. 

8 CF. “El fin de la era moderna”, en el cual se analiza la profunda crisis de la modernidad, y 
que se manifiesta con las dos Guerras Mundiales, la polarización del mundo, la injusticia 
como camino para la pobreza etc. Bosch, David, 2000, pp. 427ss. 
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Luego en el 1961, justo en plena preparación del Concilio Vaticano 
II, se realizó la III Asamblea general, en New Deli, con presencia de 
observadores enviados por el papa Juan XXIII. He insistiendo en el seño-
río de Jesucristo con el tema: “Jesus Christ, the Light of the World.” Luego, 
siguió la IV Asamblea del WCC en Upsala, 1968, cuando la confrontación 
Este-Oeste estaba en sus peores momentos. La invasión de la Unión 
Soviética a Checoslovaquia, la guerra de Viet Nang y los innumerables 
golpes de Estado en la América Latina, justificados por la doctrina de la 
Seguridad Nacional. 

Terminamos mencionando la que algunos llamaron Asamblea de la 
“descolonización”9, realizada en Nairobi, 1975 con el lema “Jesus Christ 
Frees and Unites”. Como preparación para esta Asamblea del WCC, un 
selecto grupo de teólogos y dirigentes eclesiales africanos propusieron un 
Moratorium 10 (1973), se trataba de una declaración con lo que resistían 
a la ayuda financiera y de personal misionero del Primer Mundo, porque 
esta también era una forma de dominación colonial. Con esa “ayuda” se 
seguía profundizando la dependencia y les negaba a las iglesias africanas 
una identidad cultural propia. Este debate constituyó uno de los asuntos 
más incómodos para las iglesias ricas del Norte, pero fue inevitable.

Bueno, este sintético repaso solo nos sirve como referencia para 
insinuar que también el movimiento ecuménico, urgido por los desafíos 
del contexto histórico mundial, se propuso orientar las iglesias a servir 
como fuerzas transformadoras integrales. Así se resumió ese esfuerzo, 
“justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation” con el cual “The WCC 
appealed to the Churches to make public commitments and undertake 
common actions on the threats to life in the areas of justice, peace and 
the integrity of creation, as part of the essence of what it means to be the 
church”11. Se trataba de una tarea al interior de las mismas iglesias así 
como para realizar en el contexto socio histórico. 

b. El protestantismo evangelical.

Lo identificamos así porque aunque en general se identifica con la 
Reforma del siglo XVI, no enfatizan lo ecuménico. Este sector, quizá el 
más representativo, después de los pentecostales, puede identificarse con 
la herencia misionera de Edimburgo 1910. Pero su más expresa articula-
ción se da en lo que se conoce como el “Lausanne Movement”. Este fue 
un congreso evangélico realizado en 1974 en la citada ciudad. 

9 Assmann, 1975.
10 Van Elderen, 1990, p.31ss.
11 Cf. <www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/jpc/hist-e.h>
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El siguiente es el punto cinco de la declaración llamada “Lausanne 
Covenant” sobre la responsabilidad social, el cual ya muestra significati-
vos cambios en la visión del mundo evangelical:

We affirm that God is both the Creator and the Judge of all people. 
We therefore should share his concern for justice and reconciliation 
throughout human society and for the liberation of men and women 
from every kind of oppression. Because men and women are made in 
the image of God, every person, regardless of race, religion, colour, cul-
ture, class, sex or age, has an intrinsic dignity because of which he or 
she should be respected and served, not exploited. Here too we express 
penitence both for our neglect and for having sometimes regarded evan-
gelism and social concern as mutually exclusive. Although reconciliation 
with other people is not reconciliation with God, nor is social action 
evangelism, nor is political liberation salvation, nevertheless we affirm 
that evangelism and socio-political involvement are both part of our 
Christian duty. For both are necessary expressions of our doctrines of 
God and man, our love for our neighbour and our obedience to Jesus 
Christ. The message of salvation implies also a message of judgment upon 
every form of alienation, oppression and discrimination, and we should 
not be afraid to denounce evil and injustice wherever they exist. When 
people receive Christ they are born again into his kingdom and must seek 
not only to exhibit but also to spread its righteousness in the midst of an 
unrighteous world. The salvation we claim should be transforming us 
in the totality of our personal and social responsibilities. Faith without 
works is dead. 12  

En la línea del Movimiento de Lausana, se formó en América Latina 
y el Caribe la hoy conocida Fraternidad Teológica Latinoamericana (FTL), 
la cual desde el Congreso de Lausana se destaca por enfatizar “La misión 
Integral”13.  Hoy, existe una mayor cercanía entre sectores ecuménicos y 
de la FTL. Incluso, entre estos y la teología de la liberación. Lo cierto es 
que pareciera surgir como un signo de nuestro tiempo, una voluntad de 
entenderse como si trabajaran por el mismo fin, la superación del dualis-
mo, la santidad personal y la santidad social como partes constitutivas de 
una misma piedad 14. El siguiente comentario ilustra mejor lo que hemos 
tratado de mostrar en el cambio de la visión y misión ya manifiesto en 
el Lausanne Covenant.

12 The Lausanne Covenant, was a evangelical congress, call by Willy Grahan, about 2, 700 
delegates were present attended the Congress, from 150 Nations. <www.lausanne.org>. 

13 Cf. Segura, Harol. “La misión Integral: 35 años. <www.cempromex.org.mx/revista ftl/te>
14 Cf. Comentario de David Stoll, <www.nodulo.org/bib/stoll/alp05j.htm>
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De manera notoria, en primer lugar, el Pacto elimina la dicotomía 
entre la evangelización y la responsabilidad social y política. Nadie puede 
pretender que la preocupación social y política haya sido un nuevo des-
cubrimiento de los evangélicos en Lausana. El hecho es, sin embargo, que 
la responsabilidad social de los cristianos (fundamentada en la doctrina 
de Dios, la doctrina del hombre, la doctrina de la salvación y la doctri-
na del Reino) recibe en el Pacto un lugar de prominencia que a duras 
penas podría considerarse característico de las declaraciones evangéli-
cas. Por supuesto, se dice lo suficiente sobre el tema como para aclarar 
que la posición adoptada es muy diferente de aquélla en que se reduce 
la salvación a la liberación sociopolítica y económica. Sin embargo, el 
reconocimiento de que los cristianos deben compartir la preocupación 
de Dios “por la justicia y la reconciliación en toda la sociedad humana y 
por la liberación de los hombres de toda clase de opresión”, y de que “la 
evangelización y la acción social y política son parte integral de nuestro 
deber cristiano” (Sección 5) no deja lugar a un concepto unilateral de la 
misión de la iglesia basado en un divorcio antibíblico entre la proclama-
ción (kerygma) y el servicio (diakonia)15. 

En los ambientes evangélico-protestantes es muy significativo cons-
tatar el interés por la superación del dualismo, pues solo así se asume 
la responsabilidad por la salvación de la integridad de la creación y la 
espiritualidad se hace histórica. 

3) Perspectivas y advertencias.

Estos esfuerzo de cambio entre sectores protestantes, se deben 
matizar para no caer en euforias mesiánicas. Pues el campo religioso es 
muy complejo, además de ambiguo. Aunque con cierta autonomía, en 
este se reproducen, se reflejan e inciden las mismas tendencias, conflictos 
y fuerzas que se mueven en el contexto social16. 

El espíritu protestante es una fuerza de movimientos minoritarios 
al interior de las instituciones eclesiásticas, algunas veces tolerados por 
sectores de estas instituciones. Son movimientos teológicos y espirituales 
que buscan espacios libres para discernir los signos de los tiempos y 
recibir luz e inspiración de los carismas proféticos, diaconales, bíblicos 
y pastorales. 

Son movimientos minoritarios pero han impactado a las iglesias 
y a la sociedad, esto lo podemos decir de la Teología de la Liberación, 

15 Este es un comentario del teólogo de la FTL René Padilla sobre la transformación de la 
visión evangélica en Lausanne, www.ftl-al.org.

16 Maduro, op. Cit. p.77ss.
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del movimiento ecuménico, de las Conferencias Evangélicas (CELA), 
de Iglesia y Sociedad (ISAL) del Consejo Latinoamericano de Iglesias 
(CLAI), de la FTL, el movimiento bíblico que produce la Revista de 
Interpretación Bíblica Latinoamericana (RIBLA)17. ¿No sucedió lo mismo 
con el Movimiento de Jesús?

Repetimos dos énfasis que ya fueron mencionados: uno, los 
carismas del Espíritu mueven las entrañas de las iglesias para que estas 
atiendan los desafíos a la fe y las necesidades espirituales del pueblo de 
Dios. El otro énfasis, el contexto socio-económico de la parroquia local 
y global que está en procesos de transformación, reclama una definición 
del campo religioso respecto a esos conflictos. 
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Vatican II and Mission 
 some strokes from the periphery

Antton EGIGUREN ofm
Regular professor in PHILIPPINES and CHINA

Introduction

In this reflection I shall use the method See-Judge-Act. In See I will 
bring to light my personal observations based on my experience in Asia. 
In Judge, I will get inspiration from Henri Boulad SJ’s letter1 to the pope 
in 2007; an interview of Ralf Caspary to Hans Küng 2 on July 30, 2011, and 
a conference delivered by Giovanni Franzoni 3 in Madrid in 2011 “Vatican 
II: Lost and betrayed.”. Franzoni is, then, one of the few surviving "council 
fathers," so in him we have before our eyes an eyewitness and as such I 
will let him speak loudly and widely (I make no glossa of his words). And 
in Act I will try to sketch a few paths forward, also as a way of conclusion.

See

My first personal observation of the Asian countries where I have 
been active as missionary or have visited frequently is that most of 
the Christians belong to Chinese origin or to minority ethnic groups. 

1 A former superior of the Jesuits in Egypt.
2 Hans Kung is a Christian theologian whose influential writings have been criticized by the 

Vatican, which in 1979 stripped him of his right to teach as a representative of the 
Church. Ordained a priest in 1954, Kung was the youngest theologian to participate in 
Vatican II.

3 Giovanni Franzoni, a former Benedictine abbot, Catholic theologian, and eyewitness to 
Vatican II, offered these reflections at the 31st Congress of the Asociación de Teólogos 
y Teólogas Juan XXIII in Madrid)
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The former (Pakistan, India, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Myanmar, 
Philippines) with strong Chinese and Portuguese ethnical presence and 
the later (India, Pakistan, Thailand, inter alia) where Christians belong to 
small ethnic minorities with strong need to affirm clear identities in front 
of a majority ethnic group which often is not very understating, even 
abusive, with small ethnic minorities.

A second general observation has to do with how Christianity is 
spread out. In most of these countries where Christianity is a minority 
group, the growth is endogamic. The church feeds her from inside out. 
Thus, Christian communities have more or less been able to maintain 
their numbers steadily but in the last thirty years, due to the fact that 
Christian families are smaller, the numbers of Christians have diminished. 
Often, it happens in these countries, that when a Christian (woman) mar-
ries a non-Christian (man), their kids, if girls, are allowed to be baptized 
whereas if boys are not. In some countries (Thailand and Myanmar for 
instance) while Christians of Chinese ethnicity diminish in numbers, 
those of ethnic groups on the mountainous areas seem to grow, also 
among the “montagnard” in Vietnam; but this phenomena, then, belongs 
to those groups in need of external aid for survival and protection against 
local laws that discriminate against them.

My third observation is that Christianity and Chinese ethnicity (or 
Portuguese) goes hand in hand with business, shops, or middle-class 
jobs. Business was, historically, what made Chinese to contact Portuguese 
and Castellan sailors in Goa, Myanmar, Thailand, Macau, and all around 
the Strait of Malacca. Was, becoming a Christian, and advantage for their 
business? It is my persuasion that it was. This proved to be true also in 
Indonesia, one of the most tolerant Muslim countries in the world, till the 
aftermath of 9-11 when USA president Bush’s crusade war of “Christians 
against Muslims” provoked many Muslims turn against the Chinese 
Christian businesses. There is need to add to this that often people in 
Asia expect to get something from the church, considered to be rich 
or at least resourceful. A young Catholic priest of the diocese of Udon 
Thani in Thailand, complained bitterly a few years back about the “bad” 
attitude many “converted” people had. He complained that while all of 
them, when they were Buddhist, would go to the temple carrying some-
thing in their hands an offering to the monks in order to make “merit,” 
but once they became Catholics they always demanded to get something 
from the priests. Many Christians in Asia “expect” to get something from 
the church. Many enter religious congregations also expecting to get 
something: financial help, health assistance for parents, studies, traveling 
abroad…
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It is a commonplace that Vatican II inaugurated a new era in the 
Catholic Church’s relations with other religions. Dialogue, was of course 
the great mantra. As a result we have Nostra Aetate a very open decree 
which does not offend anybody but which estimates highly all the other 
religions. Nostra Aetate is not definitive in a way that one could not go 
on developing practical relations with other religions and also having a 
further theological elucidation of the other world religions. Ulterior docu-
ments such as Evangelium Nuntiandii, and others after, made important 
inroads to make the trinomium mission-dialogue-social development to 
be a very relevant face of the church. Even the bishops from India wrote 
about the fourfold dialogue: a. The dialogue of life, where people strive 
to live in an open and neighbourly spirit, sharing their joys and sorrows, 
their human problems and preoccupations. b. The dialogue of action, in 
which Christians and others collaborate for the integral development and 
liberation of people. c. The dialogue of theological exchange, where spe-
cialists seek to deepen their understanding of their respective religious 
heritages, and to appreciate each other’s spiritual values. d. The dialogue 
of religious experience, where persons, rooted in their own religious 
traditions, share their spiritual riches, for instance, with regard to prayer 
and contemplation, faith and ways of searching for God or the Absolute.

And then came Dominus Iesus which has affirmations that are 
on the old line, the old pre-conciliar line, of considering the Christian 
(Catholic) religion as an absolute, and the other religions--as it is said 
explicitly—as 'deficient' forms of religion. That is an offense for all the 
other religions, and it is arrogance on the side of the Catholic Church to 
think that we are not at all deficient. As a matter of fact, there are defi-
ciencies in all religions, but also truth in all religions. 

I observe that the majority of us have been born into a religion as 
part of the culture in which we have been formed for the rest of our lives; 
few people choose one religion. Changing a religion, besides, carries with 
it serious consequences which include uprooting from one’s cultural, 
historical and social background. It places these uprooted converted 
Christians in what Geertz describes as “enclave” like that one in which a 
Thai converted Christian was forced to live in a Portuguese enclave where 
they did not know whether they belonged to the Portuguese or Castellan 
crown, but what was certain is that they were no longer Thais. 

Yet, we seem to dialogue. And we are happy about it. We even say 
among ourselves that we (of course Catholics) are the only ones engaged 
in true dialogue. But, I wonder, who wants to dialogue with us when 
we minimize the seriousness of other religions with our particular and 
dogmatic “truth” on our theological concepts as Christology, election and 
revelation? Worst still, we tend to appeal to our confidence in the Lord 

Vatican II and Mission – some strokes from the periphery  ·  55



56  ·  

(at the end God will win; the church has survived worst crises, so we will 
survive this one too) that all will become Christians. 

Concerning Ecumenical dialogue, we do a bit of theater. Every year 
during the Octave prayer for the Unity of Christians, here and there, a 
Pastor is brought to a Catholic church or a priest or a bishop is invited to 
a liturgical service in a Protestant church. What is it we are praying for? 
Are we praying that the “other” come to us? If this is the case, then, this 
is never going to happen. We should stop praying for something we know 
positively is never going to happen, and we do not want to happen. Are 
we praying as communities on same standing walking on the footsteps 
of Jesus and in an effort to mutually challenge to follow and imitate that 
inimitable man, Jesus? Then, yes, we may pray together.

I had, in my years in Asia, many times to celebrate weddings, funer-
als, and baptisms. These “passage rituals” (as they are called in anthropol-
ogy) take place in all cultures, in all villages and in all languages. These 
are ritualized everywhere. These are celebrated everywhere and by every-
body. I have participated also in these rituals as an invited guest. I have 
even seen Buddhist temples showing movies of Saint Francis or Jesus of 
Nazareth in their premises on the occasion of the celebration of these 
rituals. However, we, Catholics, in our rites, seem not to be able to accom-
modate people of other religions coming to our churches to wish well to 
their fellow citizens on these auspicious occasions by reading a message 
or a prayer from their Sacred Books. Since they do not feel being part of 
our rituals, they sit in our pews, often smoking, chatting… They are not 
part of “our” passage rituals. Concerning the spirit of Assisi, where the 
pope and the leaders of other religions came together to pray, it always 
amazes me to see how these holy people were unable to find in their 
Holy Books texts which could easily be shared by all, and which could be 
used to address to God, creator of all, as well as of all religions. Amazing!

The language of the church is obsolete and is not understandable 
by Asians. Even the epistemological method is very different from that 
of the East. Our Western model of truth and how to arrive to it was born 
in the ancient Greece. Aristotle can be considered as the father of the 
axiomatic First Principle theory, and this has been ever since the basis 
of Western way of thinking. And it has been very handy for the Western 
dominance of the rest of the world. Aristotle believed that his First 
Principles’ theory, which seemed to be self-evident—if we were to deny 
it, we would not be able to continue further reflection—is the principle of 
non-contradiction: it cannot be that something is and is not at the same 
time and in the same respect. In graphic terms: of two statements, one 
that affirms something and another that negates it, one is true and the 
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other is false. Both cannot be true (although both could be false). For 
Aristotle truth is one, it cannot be two (contradictory), it is either one or 
the other. In this fashion, we arrive to the truth by separating, defining, 
distinguishing, between what is and what is not, what is one thing and 
not another. Everything is governed by this principle of non-contradic-
tion: ‘one or the other, but not both.’ Thus, truth becomes one, exclusive, 
‘clear and distinct’ instantly recognizable and beyond any doubt. 

In modern times inclusion has been added to exclusion. A truth 
may be true, not only because it excludes other alternatives, but also 
because includes them. But this still remains being another form of exclu-
sion. This truth is certain and absolute, because its alternatives in fact are 
‘included’ in it and they are not real alternatives. They are not really ‘other 
truths’ but the same truth, only that they do not possess it completely. 
Thus, exclusion does not allow room for ‘otherness.’ 

Of course, in Europe we just need to look at the situation of our 
churches, seminaries and novitiates. They are empty. If we look at the 
religious practice, it has come to its minimum expression. Many priests 
abandon the priesthood or live in open life-sharing partnership, both 
here in Europe and also in Asia. I hear similar stories from Latin America, 
but I cannot contrast them personally. One, among many other reasons, 
may be that not only in Europe but in Asia also people have arrived 
at maturity and people do not wish any longer to be coached or com-
manded. Catholic nations of the past, abandon the church. Large families 
(I come from a very Catholic family of 13 children) have abandoned 
the religious practice with no remorse whatsoever. I also observe that 
Christian intellectuals in Asia and people belonging to rich classes do not 
accept the dogmatic and intransigent speech of the hierarchy: moralizing 
sermons. It is a very interesting fact how in the Philippines the Christian 
intellectuals and the well to do people see reasonable to defend the RH 
Bill (Reproductive Health Bill) which the hierarchy wants to derail and 
uses parishes and parishioners to demonstrate against the bill, making 
parishes to pay for transportation. They pass olimpically over Humane 
Vitae and leave its practice for lower class people who seem to prefer liv-
ing in dreadful fear of hell and a more devotional and a “problem solving” 
religion (Deus ex machina).

I observe a terrible gap between church and Modernity. But the 
changes modernity has brought about are irreversible no matter how 
strongly the church will shout from the pulpit the return to what “she” 
considers to be “natural law.” Modernity and church seem to go two par-
allel roads. Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) in his The Ballad of East and 
West said: “OH, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall 
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meet, Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat.” I 
wonder if we could not paraphrase and apply to our case this statement: 
“Oh, World is World and church is church, and never the twain shall meet; 
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat.”

I bring here the questions Henri Boulad, SJ ask in his letter to the 
pope: aren’t we doing the politics of the ostrich hiding our heads under 
I don’t know what kind of self-security and self-gratifying pride? Why 
don’t we want to look at the signs of the times? And Boulad continues 
asking: Because of laziness? Lethargy? Pride? Lack of imagination? Lack 
of creativity? Culpable passivity in the hope that the Lord will take care 
of things and because the church has weathered other crises in the past?

Judge 

I try in my heart to find reasons that may explain the terrible frus-
tration I feel when I see that Jesus cannot any longer be identified by 
looking at the institution that claims was founded expressly and directly 
by him. This institution seems to stand in between the believer and Jesus 
and be a hindrance in having the religious experience of the encounter 
with Jesus: “Rabbi, where do you live? Come and see by yourself.”

I often wonder what would have been of Jesus, if we would not 
have had a Constantine, or crusades (by the way, the aim of the crusades 
was not the re-capturing of the Holy Land from the hands of Muslims, but 
rather the control of the Silk Road which had been for long in the hands 
of the Arab, not Muslims, communities), or the Age of the Voyages with 
the subsequent colonization and imperialism and now the globalization? 
We just need to look at the present reality: the richest countries in the 
world are Christians and we don’t have any trouble in invading countries, 
waging wars in order to maintain our strategic and economic and military 
supremacy of the world. In all these events, of course, the Vatican sides 
“document-ally” with the victims but “tactically” with the Christian West, 
and this is how it is perceived from the periphery. 

Is it possible still to meet Jesus, the one who died, naked, on a 
wooden cross and we still experience him alive?

One could multiply examples, looking at the history, about how we 
have distorted the vision of Jesus, the one send by the Father to cure, to 
reconstruct the wounded self of the person, to restore self-confidence, in 
fact, to give life, and to give it abundantly. We have created a system that 
today, more than ever before, is perceived as being western and as one 
that benefits from all the military incursions and economical exploitations 
of the rich and Christian countries.
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Franzoni offers some other examples of this authoritarian behav-
ior which are nourished by deliberate (?) contradictions in the conciliar 
documents:

•	Lumen Gentium, two ecclesiological views overlap: "Societas 
Perfecta", and the Church as "communion" Rather than choose between 
these two views, the Council overlaps and mixes them. Franzoni gives an 
example. In the first draft of the Constitution on the Church, prepared 
substantially by the Roman Curia, the second chapter was devoted to the 
hierarchy and the third, to the people of God. But in the end, Lumen 
Gentium changed the order: the people of God in the second chapter, 
the hierarchy in the third. But while the second chapter opens up vast 
possibilities and seems to emphasize the ecclesiology of communion, the 
third has a different flavor, a different point of view, and it's plagued by 
a juridical view. So, even as it affirms episcopal collegiality, it limits it in 
every way. Moreover, nothing has been done to make the conciliar claim 
of the Church as the "people of God" concrete. Much less still with the 
view "Church of the poor" which the Council wasn't saying anything new 
since the Church had always been of the poor, but some of the Fathers 
wanted to conclude by saying that it was appropriate that the Church be 
"with" the poor. All of this was left behind.

•	Still	continues	Franzoni	that	both	Montini	and	Wojtyla	continued	
in line with the Council in the commitment to peace and justice in the 
world. With the encyclical Populorum Progressio in 1967, Paul VI accept-
ed even armed insurrection to overthrow dictatorships, and on both the 
first Gulf War in 1991 and the second in 2003, John Paul II raised his 
voice against that "adventure with no return".

•	But	when	the	liberation	theologians	in	Latin	America	attempted	
to apply Gaudium et Spes as well as Populorum Progressio to the specific 
problems of their continent, and took the operational implications from 
the strong statements of the Medellin Conference on "unjust structures of 
society" that inevitably generate oppression and poverty, Paul VI initially, 
and Wojtyla and Ratzinger in a systematic way, authoritarianly blocked 
liberation theology. Leonardo Boff and Ivone Gebara have been the most 
illustrious victims of this Vatican policy. In addition, since Wojtyla, the 
Roman Curia has carried out a systematic policy of replacing "progres-
sive" bishops with "conservative" bishops, and especially "anti-liberation" 
ones. And when Oscar Romero died a martyr for justice in El Salvador, 
they named an Opus Dei bishop to replace him! Repression by post-
conciliar popes against theologians has been rampant, who, through their 
ecclesiological theses (well rooted in the Scriptures and also based on 
Vatican II), sought to challenge the power structure of the Roman Church. 
The greatest victims (but not the only ones) of such systematic repression 
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carried out by the Roman Curia, starting with Paul VI and even much 
later, were the German Swiss theologian Hans Küng, the German Bernard 
Häring and the Sinhalese theologian Tissa Balasuriya. 

•	In	 short,	 continues	 Franzoni	 --	 still	 proceeding	 through	 very	
quick flashes -- the post-conciliar popes have forgotten the Council on 
one point above all (with the repeated recognition of the autonomy 
of earthly reality and the nation state), or they have interpreted it in a 
reductive and, ultimately, deviant way. I'm referring to the relationship 
between the ethical norms proclaimed by the Catholic magisterium and 
laws of the nation states on "sensitive points" (that is, the issues related to 
sexuality, the family, the end of life). In Italy, as you know, in May 1974 
a referendum was planned to say YES or NO to the repeal of the law on 
divorce. The idea was, therefore, to discuss a civil law, not a sacrament. 
Well, the bishops' conference tried, morally, to force not only Catholics 
but all citizens to vote YES on the repeal. Franzoni gives then a personal 
reference – I Franzoni said during his conference)  publicly opposed this 
attempt and, in a small book, I supported Catholics' freedom to vote, their 
freedom of conscience. So I was suspended a divinis!

•	Franzoni	continues	his	reflection	and	affirms	that	the	concept	of	
secularism is completely alien to the hierarchy, or rather, it invokes it, 
specifying, however, that secularism should be "healthy", that is, it should 
accept the Vatican's theses.

•	And	Franzoni’s	 last	 flash:	Over	 the	past	 fifty	years,	 the	 issue	of	
women has taken on growing importance in the Roman Church. What is 
their role? Is women's ministry conceivable? First Paul VI, then John Paul 
II (and also Benedict XVI) cut off any possible discussion on women 
priests. But neither do women want to be priests, since they don't want 
men priests. The priesthood, in fact, doesn't exist in Jesus' mind. He talks 
about other things, talks about a community of brothers and sisters, talks 
about "reciprocal service". The New Testament speaks of "overseers" 
(bishops), "presbyters" (elders), "deacons" (servers). Well, today the hier-
archy, which is determined to keep a sexist and patriarchal structure to 
safeguard its sacred power, is opposed to that Church. Thus, although 
they want priests, they say "No" to women priests. We, on the contrary, 
dream of that Church without priests or priestesses, where women and 
men, single and married, minister in the service of the ecclesial commu-
nity. Is this utopia? Is it heresy?

Act 

As Fr Boulad asks the pope in his letter, there is the need of pro-
found renewal of theology and catechesis; theological and catechetical 
reform, that departs from the conviction that the Church is a community. 
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In this community the source of inspiration is the person of Jesus and he 
does not have vicars. Jesus has only followers. This concept of Church 
as a community committed to follow on the footsteps of Jesus needs a 
pastoral reformulation of structures and spiritual renewal, where liturgy 
is celebrated by the people of God. Not a liturgy where we have so many 
protagonists like the pope in “his” basilica, the bishop in “his” cathedral, 
the priest in “his” parish.

We also need to re-think of moral and ethical areas. Accept the 
independence of the states to pass laws that they deem necessary for 
the wellbeing of the citizens, even though those decisions may not be of 
the liking of the Vatican. Neither relying on the past nor holding on to 
its crumbs. 

To this Hans Küng adds the importance of the Bible. Because mis-
sion can no longer be understood as a propagandistic activity to make 
converts, both the praxis and theology of mission should abandon any 
apologetic orientation and retrace its origins in the missionary character 
of Jesus’ ministry as recounted in the biblical narrative. The biblical nar-
ratives and metaphors “become the language of Christian hope”, which 
fill Christians with a new vision. Both the history and the theology of 
the early Christians as reflected in the biblical narratives were primar-
ily history of mission and mission theology rather than a compilation 
of records of intra-ecclesial doctrinal struggle. Mission was first of all a 
genuine expression of the very life of the community rather than a mere 
function of the early Christian communities. Christians saw themselves 
as the frontrunners of a saved community and they genuinely believed 
themselves to be the yeast of the world whose mandate was to share the 
salvific message with the whole human family. They believed they were 
called to construct Jesus’ utopian dream of a world governed by God, that 
is to say, to establish the basileia of God. In the biblical narratives the 
believing community today can still find the presence of God who comes, 
the power of the Word and the creativity of the Spirit and the march of 
the nations, liberation from every slavery and the call for universal gath-
ering to the unity of divine love. As the concrete realization of this call 
to “universal gathering” mission will have to be all-inclusive. Thus the 
discourse of the missionary church will have to make feminist issues, for 
example, part of its missionary activity. It follows that the church, as a 
community of Christians engaged in mission, needs to reconcile itself to 
the diversity it finds in historical everyday reality.

Prophetic Service. The community of believers is one of service. 
That community demands no privileges of any kind – on the contrary, 
it concentrates all its energy on service to the kingdom, building a new 
heaven and a new earth where God will be lord over all; this is pro-
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phetic service. As Amalados writes, “Prophets arise whenever the poor 
are oppressed, injustice is widespread, and pleasure, money, and power 
become idols.” When mission is spoken of as prophecy, there tends to 
be general alarm about the risk of identification with liberation, with the 
further misconception that liberation itself may be reduced to its eco-
nomic and political aspects. True, looking at the reality in today’s world 
one could say that this is happening right now. The gap between rich and 
poor continues to widen, and the so called preventive wars against terror-
ism – which hide other, unspoken interests – take a heavy toll among the 
weak: women, children and civilians generally. Of late ethnic and racial 
problems have manifested tragically in ethnic cleansing. Often religion 
seems to have become just a tool that offers a rationale for unspeakable 
social, political, economic and military atrocities.

Liberation and transformation. Christian missionary activity is 
aimed at salvation. However, in Catholic missionary thinking, particu-
larly after Pope John XXIII declared Vatican II open, (50 years ago now) 
salvation could not be defined only in ‘religious’ (or ‘ecclesial’) terms, 
but also in terms of what happened to others elsewhere. Thanks to lib-
eration theology the term ‘salvation’ has acquired a broader meaning. 
Thus Gutiérrez inquires into the relation between salvation and human 
liberation. More concretely, “what is the meaning of the struggle against 
an unjust society and the creation of a new humanity in the light of the 
Word?” Acknowledging a lack of courage in tackling these social issues 
(the meaning of salvation and the way it works in practical actions are 
considered obvious in traditional Catholic theology), Gutiérrez criticises 
the classical axiom of the salvation of pagans, which he sees as a quan-
titative question. In this context, who was saved how, and how many of 
them, were the standard questions, together with the church’s role in the 
salvific operation. Besides, the emphasis was on the life to come, which 
prompted a moralistic, individual spirituality and a selfish (“I need to save 
my own soul”) type of Christian life.

Church, a community of believers who practices justice inside 
and outside. In both the Old and the New Testament faith in one, all-
powerful God has the corollary of a divine domain, namely the reign of 
God. Mission needs to be exercised for the benefit of a people, not of 
an institution, creating this people and in its turn developing through 
that body. Believers in Jesus know that mission belongs to him, and 
that they are gathered round his word that calls people, gathers people, 
judges people and ultimately guides them. It is important to see this word 
becoming flesh in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, who calls and gathers 
his messianic people. It means that mission needs to be carried out not 
only by the efficacious word, but also by signs and power, actions and 
attitudes, by the very life and death of Jesus and his followers, which are 
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capable of transforming people and societies. Mission is as concrete as the 
life of people, not only its ‘religious’ aspects but the entire social, cultural, 
economic, political and ecological conglomerate of human existence. It is 
not merely individual ‘souls’ but people as groups or cultures, which are 
judged and called to conversion, loved and saved, set apart and gathered 
in unity. 

Here I wish to present the kenotic missionary model of the Korean 
Christians during the last quarter of the 18th century.

In 1784 the first Korean was baptized in the Northern Church of 
Beijing by a French Lazarist missionary. Peter Lee Seung-hun returned to 
Korea and began gathering around him an important number of scholars 
to whom he preached the Gospel he learnt in Beijing and baptized them. 
These scholars in turn, created their own groups of disciples. In a very 
short period of time, the Korean Christians reached the number of several 
thousand believers. Peter Lee Seung-hun even choose from among the 
scholars, some friends, with high intellectual capacity and irreprehensible 
lifestyle, to whom he bestowed the responsibility of presiding over the 
Sunday celebrations and the explaining of the Christian Way. The growth 
of this Christian community which in a short time spread throughout the 
whole Korean Peninsula was so quick and so pervasive, especially among 
the intellectual elite and the poor, that immediately the new movement 
was persecuted and suppressed by the government forces. In the year 
1801, an estimated number of five thousand people were executed (mar-
tyred), and especially, the whole intellectual group was put to death.

What is that caused the rapid growth of the Christian communities 
all around Korea? What were the reasons behind the political suppression? 
I venture to offer some clues:

•	Laity in dialogue with local culture. Korean Christians were lay 
people.  The group of intellectuals, Confucian scholars, had read many of 
the books written by foreign missionaries in China and in Chinese.  These 
books made their way to Korea. In Korea, the books were read, discussed 
and taught to others. These intellectuals tried to get the best they could 
find in their own Confucian culture, and add to it what was missing in it, 
namely, the capacity of dying on a cross, for compassion of the poorest 
of the poor, and to inspire a personal as well as social transformation. 

•	Gospel: Good news for the poor. One of the books which made 
its way to Korea was the “Life of Jesus” written by Julio Aleni.  The life of 
Jesus of Nazareth, his love for the poor, the sick, and the outcast, and the 
death on the cross, made a huge impression on the hearts and lives of 
the Korean scholars. The Korean Christians discovered that the poor were 
also children of God. Money, fame, and power, add nothing to the dignity 
of a person in front on God. 
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•	Gospel demands human and social transformation. They 
decided to criticize some of their own cultural short comings, such as 
the subordination of women to man, or the punishing of children, or the 
division of society into class system. They also criticized the corruption 
of the government and the abuse of power.

•	Preeminence of conscience over authority. Following the 
teachings of Confucius, these Korean Christians established that the per-
sonal conscience stood before any other worldly authority or law. Being 
faithful to one’s conscience was the best assurance that one was also loyal 
to God.

What infuriated the government the most was the appeal to per-
sonal consciousness. If personal consciousness was to be so central, 
what, then, was the role of the ruler? The government could not accept 
this way of thinking; it saw it as an invitation to a general upheaval 
against the ‘divinely’ instituted power.

If the church is to have any future will need to have the following 
aspect very present:

•	Laity. The ‘sacred orders’ on which the church has been based 
needs to come to an end. The only ‘order’ is the order of the faithful and 
the followers of Jesus. Leadership is to serve, help, and wash the feet of 
the people. In this service, women need to recover their role (more than 
50% of the members of the Catholic Church are women) and that the 
facto service they provide already in the communities, need to be institu-
tionally acknowledged.

•	Simplicity and with the poor. More than half of the Catholic 
Church members live on less than 1€ per day, thus, there is no much 
place for ostentation: of golden rings, golden pectorals, extravagant cloths 
(which find their origin in the time of the Roman-Byzantine Empire), and 
other symbols. Our brothers and sisters are being exploited, made poor 
for economic advantage of a few, and the ‘official’ church cannot condone 
this.

•	Coherent life style. To follow Jesus is to share in his utopian 
dream of the Kingdom of God. Each one accomplishes this in his/her 
own way. What it is demanded is a coherent life with the Gospel values. 

•	Far from politics and yet being political and striving for 
social transformation. What makes the church a non-credible institution 
is its involvement in politics and its siding with power. In spite of all the 
explanations to the contrary, official church is perceived as being on the 
side of the powerful and the economically rich. The official church has 
never been on the side of the people fighting against empires and colo-
nial forces. And yet, the whole church needs to be political, siding with 
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the poor in order to make a better society. The poor are the builders of 
history. If the church wishes to have some historical protagonism, then, 
it will have to be poor, strive with the poor, and live with and among the 
poor.

Whose is the future? What will the future like? Future will be a 
“critical-liberating religion” which demands a radical paradigm change 
(like that of the Axial Age) adopting a holistic (non-dualistic), ecologic 
(non-anthropocentric) and pluralistic heart (non-exclusivist). We must 
assume the responsibility of living the response to the Gospel in a com-
munal manner, and then sitting at the table with all men and women 
of good will, trying together to understand what we can do for peace, 
justice and the safeguarding of Creation. As Franzoni affirms, every time 
we Christians celebrate the Eucharist, we are almost celebrating a trial: 
that is, at that moment, at that table with Jesus, we are being judged 
on whether we are fulfilling a false and comforting ritual, or a real and 
consistent task. If, like Jesus, despite our limitations and contradictions, 
we strive to be a Church-for-others, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer taught us, 
then the Eucharist we celebrate will be blessing and salvation for us, a 
true viaticum on our way to the Kingdom. If, on the other hand, there is 
nothing behind the ritual, and we are working for a Church-for-us, our 
Eucharist will be our death and our curse (1Cor 11:28). But, as the rabbis 
commenting on the early chapters of Genesis put it well, when the Lord 
curses the serpent that tempted Eve, He actually blesses it and, in fact 
-- they note astutely -- by forcing it to crawl, in fact the Lord allows it to 
escape from danger and hide in holes in the ground. If our Eucharist is 
not sincere, the Lord invites us to repentance, to conversion, to set out 
on the path again with humility and courage.

Do we still have confidence in the future of the Church? What 
could the answer be? If the world is so bad, could the Church be in good 
condition? Let's not think, then, about the future; let's think of the pres-
ent. In this tragic and tormented present, so disturbed by terrible evils 
and wrapped in darkness, behold, we learn, just as an example, that at 
the Japanese nuclear plant in Fukushima some technicians, knowing they 
were going to meet death, entered the plant to try to cool it. Those people 
weren't Christians; they may not have known anything about Jesus. And 
yet, they accepted death simply to save other lives. This is a moving deed 
indeed, and we can say that one can still have hope in human beings.

Let’s try daily in your communities to build this Church-for-others 
that has a thousand reasons to be based on Vatican II.

"Lift up your eyes and look at the fields, as they are already ripe 
for the harvest" ( John 4:35). It's true. In a world overflowing with tares 
and weeds, here and there, thank God, the golden grain ripens. It ripens 
wherever men and women strive for peace, justice, and the safeguard-
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ing of creation, wherever they become Samaritans to help that unknown 
brother who falls victim to bandits.
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Faith Journey of the Church in China 
After Fithty Years of Vatican II
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Introduction

With dynamic developments of globalization, interdependent eco-
nomic relationships, Internet, high-technology, various means of com-
munication such as email, Facebook, Skype, QQ, the convenient and fast 
travel vehicles, the breaking of geographical boundaries, the movements 
towards universal unity, the construction of the “global village”, the cor-
respondent changes of worldviews, especially the reality of cultural and 
religious pluralism co-existing in the world today, China has had great 
changes in social-cultural, religious, economic and political fields. With 
these transformations, one might wonder how Christianity has responded. 
It has been fifty years since the Second Vatican Council, when the Catholic 
Church called for change. At this historical moment, it is a good oppor-
tunity to reflect theologically on what God has done for the Church in 
China. 

Indeed, Vatican II is the gift of the Holy Spirit for the Universal 
church, indigenous churches and the world. It opened a big window for 
the Catholic Church which could see “Seeds of Word” in other religious 
and cultural traditions and better understand God’s plan of salvation for 
all human beings. Vatican II seems like a “gas station” by which provided 
the global churches with fresh ‘oil’ or ‘energy,’ and through which the-

Abstract

This article is a theological reflection on the faith journey of the 
Church in China after 50 years of Vatican II. By looking at the past and 
present reality of the Church, sharing our suffering and joy with the 
world, giving inculturated images of Jesus for Chinese Christians, we 
thank God for working marvelous things in the Church. This article also 
proposes some theological and pastoral suggestions for evangelization in 
the future in order to continue the mission of Jesus with new situations 
and challenges. 
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people of God were recharged to walk together towards the truth and 
love. At this moment of amazing Grace, the church in China looks back 
the past and present faith journey of the fifty years after Vatican II; we can 
express our experience with a word “Exodus.” We have experienced the 
way of cross, wild desert, tests, joy, hope and peace through the incarna-
tion of the Word, the death and Resurrection of Jesus on our pilgrimage 
of faith journey. 

The purposes of this paper are to praise God for God has done 
marvelous things for the Church in China, and to offer theological sug-
gestions for the Church in China to move forward by examining our past 
and present suffering and joy with sisters and brothers in Christ and the 
world. 

This paper will be divided into three parts: Part I gives a brief 
description of the past and present situations of the Church in China. 
Part II describes inculturated images of Jesus for Chinese Christians. Part 
three forwards our hope and vision for the near future in order to help 
us to walk together with all peoples towards the truth and love—Caritas 
in Veritate. 

Part I:  The Past and Present Situations of the Church in China

When Vatican II held in 1962-1965, the Church in China was facing 
religious persecution. 

1. The Time of Persecution

During 1949-1976, religious beliefs were considered as supersti-
tion. Many religious people were arrested and put into prisons. Temples, 
churches, seminaries, and religious congregations were destroyed or 
being used as warehouse. All religious activities were stopped. Many 
priests, sisters and laities died in prisons in order to witness to their faith. 
My mother’s uncle was a Catholic priest, who died in the prison during 
the time of persecution. 

Here, I would like to share a true my family story.  I was born into 
a traditional Catholic family. My parents were devout Catholics, medical 
eye-doctors, and worked in the Hospital in China. They set good exam-
ples for us to love God and people. They treated patients kindheartedly 
and operated carefully. My parents healed many blind people. They were 
happy when blind people recovered their sight and could see their loved 
family members, their friends, the beautiful creatures. 

Unfortunately, a religious persecution began in 1949 when the 
communists took power in China. Many missionaries were forced to leave 
China for returning to their own countries. Then different movements 
continued to persecute religious believers. During the time of persecu-
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tion, my parents were forced to stop working in the hospital to go to the 
countryside because they were Catholics. My father was separated from 
our family and sent to a labor camp for several years. My lovely mother 
took care of us. We suffered at this time of difficulty. The government 
did not offer our family enough food for our daily life because they saw 
Catholics as enemies. We had to collect wild vegetables in the mountains 
for our food. 

Indeed, it was like manna from heaven feeding our family. 
However, it was in that difficult time that my lovely mother taught us 
how to pray Our Father, Hail Mary, Glory to be, Rosary, Stations of the 
Cross, and etc. She told stories of “Abraham’s call and migration,” Jesus’ 
passion and His resurrection, “Five Loaves and Two Fish,” “Jesus Calms 
the Storm,” “Healing of the Blind Man,” “The Miracle at the Wedding at 
Cana,” “The Raising of Lazarus”, etc. She encouraged us not to be afraid. 

 With the time passing away, my father returned to our home. My 
parents continued to teach us the way of Jesus, especially the way of the 
Cross. They told us that Jesus is our Savior, our protector, and our helper. 
Fortunately, my parents cultivated the seeds of the faith in my heart while 
I was little. 

With time passing away, after finishing my primary and middle 
school, I was not allowed to go to a high school for my further study 
because I am Catholic. As a result, I suffered from heart problems, which 
made me have a near death experience. However, my parents told me that 
“Jesus is our great Master, our Teacher, our director, you can learn from 
Jesus in our house school.” Definitely, I love Jesus more and more and 
learned His teachings in my house church and home school. It was the 
house church where I felt a calling from Jesus. Consequently, through the 
care and love of my parents and my sister and my brother, God granted 
me recovery of my health. Then, I could go to climb the mountain with 
my sisters and sang songs to God. One miracle happened, a lady received 
baptism after listening to the story of Jesus which I retold to her. Truly, 
my parents took up their cross with faith, joy, and love. My parents were 
good models for us, encouraging us to follow Jesus in any difficult situa-
tion. Obviously, the images of Jesus as Savior, protector, helper, suffering 
servant, physician, or healer, teacher, master, director, and life-giver func-
tion in my life. Likewise, many families have similar story in the period 
of persecution. 

2. The Present Reality of Evangelization 

The Chinese government has adapted the new policy of economic 
reform and opening to outside the world since 1978. Meanwhile, religious 
freedom was improving for the better. Different religious temples, Islamic 
mosques and churches have been reopened little by little. Religious con-
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gregations and seminaries have been reopened. This openness has been 
continued to the present day. Let’s take a closer look at the present situ-
ations of the Catholic Church in China:

Catholicism

According to statistics at the end of December, 2011 from the 
Holy Spirit Center of Hong Kong, there are 1,200 million Catholics, 
6000 Cathedrals and chapels, 138 Dioceses, 107 Bishops, 3200 priests, 
35 Seminaries, 1560 seminarians, 5000 religious sisters, and 60 religious 
Congregations 1. 

Definitely, the Church has made great progress in spirituality, lit-
urgy, evangelization, theology studies, and service of charity, publishing, 
etc.. I believe that these are fruits of evangelization in the Holy Spirit and 
of the teachings of the Second Vatican Council. I would like to explore 
this a little further based on five concrete models of evangelization in the 
church in China, namely Sacraments, preacher of laity, charitable work, 
publishing, and incuturation.2 

Sacraments 

Christ is the Light of nations. Jesus commanded his disciples to Go 
into the whole world and proclaim gospel to every creature, 3 to bring the 
light of Christ to all men, a light brightly visible on the countenance of 
the Church. Since the Church is in Christ like a sacrament or as a sign 
and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and of the 
unity of the whole human race (Lumen Gentium 1). The Church procures 
the glory of God and the salvation of all, takes zealous care to foster the 
mission (LG 16).

Preaching of laity

The document of Apostolicam Actuositatem (AA) addressed the 
laity, who has proper and indispensable roles in the mission of the 
Church. Our own times require of the laity no less zeal: in fact, modern 
conditions demand that their apostolate be broadened and intensified 
(AA 1). For example, there are many laity groups for preaching in each 
Cathedral or parish, they are volunteers to come to join in groups of 
gospel preaching, to receive people including the faithful, non-Christians, 
and non-believers to welcome and guide them to know the church and 

1 TICOZZI Sergio, ‹‹ChinaChurch and News Update 2011 Compiled››, in Tripot Vol. XXX II, 
No. 164 (Spring 2012). Also on line: http://www.hsstudyc.org.hk (1 May, 2012).

2 ZHAO Jianmin, Encvountering Between Christian Faith and Chinese Modern Cultures, 
Religious and Cultural Press, Beijing 2010, 430-445.

3 Cf. Mk 15, 16.
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Jesus. Indeed. The laity derive the right and duty to the apostolate from 
their union with Christ the head; incorporated into Christ's Mystical 
Body through Baptism and strengthened by the power of the Holy Spirit 
through Confirmation, they are assigned to the apostolate by the Lord 
Himself (AA 3). 

Charitable works

The charitable work is the essential mission of the Church for serv-
ing her peoples.  Just so, the Son of God did not come to be served but 
to serve and give his life as a ransom for many (Mt 20, 28). The Church 
in China haszealouslydeveloped various charitable works to meet the 
needs of those who are marginalized, the poor and the weak groups, 
etc. According to incomplete statistics of the Faith Press of HeBei, in 
China, by October 15, 2005, the Catholic Church has opened a number 
of charitable organizations, for example: Nursing home 55, Clinics and 
Hospitals 172, Kindergartens 25, Homes for handicapped children 11. At 
the same time, there are more than 50 religious sisters working in more 
than 30 leprosy hospitals in the whole country.4  Indeed, the faithful in 
the church in China witness their faith and love through their charitable 
work in their daily life. They respond to the call of Guadium et Spes, “The 
joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, 
especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys 
and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed, 
nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts” (GS 1).

Publishing

In the post-modern age, the Church not only has published a 
great number of religious, spiritual books, but also utilizes high science 
and technology, multi-media such as Internet, DVD, CD, QQ, WeiBo, etc. 
for preaching the gospel and communicating with the faithful and non-
Christians as well as non-believers. For example, there are three famous 
Press in the Catholic Church in China: Guangqi Press in Shanghai, Faith 
Press of Hebei, and Sapientia House Press in Beijing. They have made 
great contributions on evangelization by publishing religious books and 
articles. For example, Beijing Diocese has published DVD entitled The 
Life of Jesus. The Sapientia House Press published Appreciation for Bible 
and Christian Arts, DVD, in 2000. In addition, most of dioceses have their 
own newspapers.  

Inculturation

China has a long ancient history of traditional religions and cul-
tures with 56 different ethical groups. Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism, 

4 Ibid., Zhao Jianmin, 430. 
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Islam and Protestants co-exist currently. Hence, the church in China has 
been aware of the importance of elements of other traditional and mod-
ern cultures in evangelization today. Chinese Christians have used their 
language, their arts, sacred music, songs, symbols express their faith in 
the liturgy. Evangelization through culture means that we discover of the 
positive values of the gospel and its contribution to the local cultures. 
The value of the gospel has power to transform the negative elements 
of cultures into new being in the process of dialogue. Therefore, the 
outcome of dialogue between local culture and the gospel is incultura-
tion. This fruit of dialogue is guided and produced by the Holy Spirit. 
For purpose of evangelization through religious and cultural exchanges, 
Beijing Institute for the Study for Christianity and Culture (BISCC) was 
established in 2002. BISCC is striving to make a specific contribution to 
dialogue and communication between Catholic Christianity and Chinese 
Culture and so contribute to a more humane world and the Glory of God. 

In addition, there are different kinds of groups and programs in 
many perishes. For example, Bible sharing group, Sunday school for chil-
dren, Rosary prayer group, Group of caring dying people, youth service 
and preaching group, catechetical programs, wedding service, choirs in 
Chinese and English, etc. In a brief, I have seen the rich fruits of evange-
lization in the church in China after 50 years of Vatican II. 

Part II:   Inculturated Images of Jesus for Chinese Christians

There are images of Jesus including both the traditional images of 
Jesus and new emerging images for Chinese Christians.

2.1 Jesus as a Suffering Servant

Chinese Christians feel most comfortable with the image of Jesus as 
a suffering servant. Many of them define Jesus as the prophetic Messiah 
whose role is that of the suffering servant, and the one who offers himself 
as ransom for man. In Gethsemane, Jesus said to his disciples “My soul is 
sorrowful even to death, remain here and keep watch.” (Mk 14,34). They 
realize that through Messiahship, Jesus creates a new humanity. Jesus is 
the Messiah through his suffering in service to others, not by his domina-
tion over others. 

For Chinese Christians, the images of Jesus as the suffering servant 
strongly encouraged them to face the times of persecution. This image 
encourages us to seek the meaning of suffering in our own experience. 
Jesus suffered for us. Likewise, we suffer for the faith, the truth, families, 
the society, and other communities. Jesus’ suffered for love of all, which 
gives us strength to be concerned for the pain in our community and the 
world. 
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2.2 Jesus as the Universal Savior, Protector, and Helper 

Many Chinese Christians speak about Jesus Christ as their universal 
savior or protector. 

God’s Universal plan of salvation appears in St Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians (Eph 1,3-23). The blessing describes God’s plan of universal 
salvation in the broad sense. According to his purpose which he set forth 
in Christ is a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things 
in heaven and things on the earth” (Eph 1,9-10). 5 Then, God’s salvation is 
fulfilled through Jesus’ death and resurrection and this same power places 
the exalted Christ “far above all rule and authority and power and domin-
ion, and above every name that is named, not only this age but also in 
that which is to come” (Eph 1,20-21). The cosmic level of lordship refers 
to the relationship of the Church to the world. This cosmic Christology to 
the church is a particular contribution of Ephesians.6 Chinese Christians 
believe that Jesus is the Universal savior and God’s plan of salvation is 
for all human beings. We have seen the “seeds of Word” in other religious 
traditions. Therefore, as Christians, we must open our hearts to other 
religious traditions and trust that the power of Holy Spirit can transform 
us into “new beings” in the process of dialogue. 

2.3 Jesus as the Poor 

ManyChinese Christians have experienced poverty. Jesus said to his 
disciples, Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of 
Man has nowhere to lay his head (Mt 8, 20). In China, many Christians 
live in the villages, and they do not have an opportunity to be educated 
because they cannot afford the tuition. Some of them do not have shelter, 
some lack needs in their daily life. They see the face of Jesus in the poor. 
The image of Jesus as the poor strengthens them to overcome their chal-
lenges in daily life; and they are concerned for other poor in the society 
and the world. As Chinese Christians, we must follow the model of Jesus 
for being with the poor help us experience the presence and love of Jesus 
for the poor. Jesus as the poor strengthens Chinese Christians’ ‘option to 
be poor’ by becoming true “followers of Jesus.”7

2.4 Jesus as Compassion 

The Chinese Christians have experienced Jesus Christ’s compas-
sion. According to the Gospel of Mark, the story of “Feeding the Five 
Thousand” tells us that “He saw the crowd; and he had compassion for 

5 SENIOR Donald and STUHLMUELLER Carroll, The Biblical Foundations for Mission, Orbis 
Books, NY 1983, 199. 

6 Ibid., 201. 
7 PIERIS Aloysius, An Asian Theology of Liberation, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1988, 15. 

Faith Journey of the Church in China  ·  73



74  ·  

them because they were like sheep without a shepherd and he began to 
teach them many things” (Mk 6,3). Mark stresses that Jesus is the com-
passionate God who meets the spiritual and physical needs of people 
around him. In reality, there are many people seeking the true meaning 
of life. Since the 1980s, many people have become richer in material pos-
sessions, but they feel empty in their spiritual lives, they are seeking the 
way and truth of life. So it is an opportunity for Chinese Christians to 
meet their needs to proclaim the good news to them. On the other hand, 
in the area of poor mountain villages, many people lack daily food and 
clean water. Chinese Christians must imitate Jesus and try to find concrete 
ways to help them.

For example, when the terrible earthquake happened in Sichuan, 
China May 12, 2008, the Catholic Church not only offered prayers for the 
victims, but also donated materials to people there. In facts, the Catholic 
Church organized different religious groups to go to Si Chun to be spiri-
tual companions and bring medical needs for victims. Moreover, the par-
able of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10, 29-37) is the significant story of 
practical compassion. Another message comes from the gospel of Jesus 
compassion addressed both the spiritual roots and social consequences 
of peoples’ problems. He brought hope, forgiveness, inner release, and 
healing. He fed the hungry. Compassion is concern for peoples’ spiritual 
and social problems. We are challenged by Jesus to be compassionate and 
merciful, as he was. Indeed, we believe that we are called to follow Jesus 
to be compassionate with those who are in need.

2.5 Jesus as Healer or Physician

Chinese Christians believe that Jesus is Healer and Physician 
through their experience of being healed by the power of his love. 
Matthew and Luke both report Jesus as saying: “If it is by the Spirit of 
God that I drive out demons, then the Kingdom of God has come upon 
you” (Mt 12,28, Lk 11,20).  The types of healing of Jesus in the four gos-
pels are as follows: fever, leprosy, paralysis, withered hand, bent back, 
hemorrhage, deafness and dumbness, blindness, and exorcisms. For 
example, after a woman touched the hem of his garment in order to be 
healed, Jesus knew that power had gone out of him (Mark 5:30). When 
Pharisees saw that Jesus was eating with sinners and tax collectors they 
said to his disciples, “why does he eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 
Jesus heard this and said to them "Those who are well do not need a phy-
sician, but the sick do. I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners" 
(Mk 2,16-17). Indeed, the power of healing of Jesus embodies in both 
spiritual and physical levels. The Chinese Christians have been wounded 
and hurt in their hearts and their bodies during the time of persecution 
in the Chinese context, even today some unhappy things have happened 
within the Christian churches and outside the churches, the Christians 
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have been hurt again. Therefore, they need Jesus as a great physician to 
heal their wounds. In turn, the Chinese Christian should follow Jesus to 
be a healer for others.  

2.6 Jesus as a Liberator

Jesus is a Liberator for the Chinese Christian today. This new 
emerging image of Jesus unfolds in two ways: a) proclaiming the good 
news of kingdom of God, b) breaking prejudice and injustice boundaries 
and giving salvation to others.

a) For proclaiming the good news of kingdom of God 

According to the Gospel of Luke, Jesus proclaims the good news 
to the poor and the oppressed. The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because 
he has appointed me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim lib-
erty to captives, to give the blind new sight, and to set free all who are 
oppressed (Lk 4,18-19). Jesus as a Liberator means that Jesus challenged 
the unjust powers of his day, healing the sick and broken-hearted, and 
forming community with the marginalized. There is injustice, corruption, 
abuse of power, oppression, religious persecution in the Chinese context. 
Therefore, the Chinese Christians see Jesus as a liberator so as to set 
themselves free from the oppressed and the blind, and help others to be 
free from ill-treatment and dehumanization. 

Moreover, through Chinese women Christians’ experience, Jesus 
frees them from the patriarchal family system in the Church and the 
society to live out the spirit of the Gospels, to live in wholeness, human-
ity, and dignity which God grants all at the beginning of creation. For 
Chinese women Christians, Jesus as a Liberator set them free from any 
oppression, abuse, and ill-treatment. In turn, Chinese women Christians 
should set others free from ill-treatment to be whole as daughters of God.  

b) For breaking prejudice and injustice boundaries and for giving 
the good news to others.

The story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman is a significant model 
of Jesus as a liberator. Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” The woman 
knows that a Jewish man should not talk with a Samaritan woman. 
However, according to O’Day’s interpretation, Jesus will not be limited by 
such conventions and restraints. This story demonstrates that the grace of 
God is available to all. Jesus and his ministry will not be bound by social 
conventions.8

At the end of the story, she believes that Jesus is the Messiah. She 
returned to her town for testimony of seeing Jesus the Messiah. And she 

8 CARL A. NEWSOM - SHARO H. RINGE, (eds), The Women’s Bible Commentary, 
Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, Kentucky 1992, 295.
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also invites the people to see Jesus the Messiah. Many of Samarian vil-
lages believe in Jesus and go to meet Jesus for themselves. John calls for 
us to witness to Jesus—to see Jesus and tell others about that experience 
which is one of the primary tasks of discipleship. Now the Samarian 
woman witnesses to Jesus, and through her words many came to faith. To 
do testimony is the appropriate pattern of discipleship and faith. To tell 
others your own experience of Jesus is to witness to faith. The Samarian 
woman is such a witness and disciple like John the Baptist, Andrew, and 
Philip.9

Consequently, we have discussed inculturated images of Jesus for 
the Chinese Christians. These images of Jesus continue to function and 
transform their life of Christian discipleship into new witness of faith, 
hope and love in the present Chinese context, which was called for 50 
years ago at the Vatican II Council. 

Part III:  The Church in China in the Future

In the light of teachings of Vatican II and inculturated images of 
Jesus I mentioned in part II, and based on multi religious and multi cul-
tural context in China, I would like to propose the following consider-
ations for evangelization in the Christian Church in China: 

Word of God, contemplation, the Holy Spirit, dialogue of Humanity, 
reconciliation and compassion, collaboration, ecumenical dialogue, inter-
religious dialogue, inculturation, the voice of women, model of Virgin 
Mary, the Voice of laity, publishing, multi-media communication, the 
Group of Social justice and Peace, formation, charitable service, witness...

Conclusion

In sum, I am inspired to take the opportunity of 50 years after the 
Vatican II to do theological reflection on the faith journey of the church 
in china, yesterday, today, and tomorrow. The church being the salt of 
the earth and the light of the world (cf. Mt 5,13-15), is more urgently call 
upon to save and renew every creature, that all things may be restored in 
Christ and all human beings may constitute one family in God and one 
people of God (Ad Gentes, 1). The pilgrimage Church is missionary by 
her nature. 

Especially ecumenical dialogue is a challenge and a call to con-
version for the whole Church and for unity. Communion needs to be 
restored among those who in faith have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord 
(Ecclesia in Asia, 30). Also, interreligious dialogue is more than a way of 
fostering mutual knowledge and enrichment; it is a part of the Church's 

9 Ibid., 296.
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evangelizing mission, an expression of the mission Ad Gentes (Ecclesia 
in Asia, 31). 

Evangelization and inculturation are naturally and intimately relat-
ed to each other. Through culture the human person comes face to face 
with the Gospel. Culture shapes persons, and as persons and societies 
change, culture too changes with them. By encountering the different 
cultures, the Church transmits her truths and values and renews cultures 
from within. Thus, inculturation is a special urgency in current multi-eth-
nic, multi-religious and multi-cultural situations of China, and we should 
remember that the Holy Spirit is the prime agent of the inculturation of 
the Christian faith in China. 

Confidently, we hope that the Church will continue to be open 
to the World, to encounter new situations and challenges with peace, to 
continue the mission of Jesus, to witness to the faith, hope and love, and 
to tell God’s plan of salvation for human beings through the death and 
risen Jesus by the grace of God and the Holy Spirit. “Go to the whole 
world and proclaim the gospel to every creature (Mk 16,15). “Teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you, And behold, I am with 
you always, until the end of the age” (Mt 28,20).
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Fifty Years since Vatican II 
Looking Back, Looking Forward 

–an Australian Perspective
Anthony J. KELLY CSsR

Australian Catholic University
Fitzroy, Australia

How much has the world and Australia and the Church changed 
since the “springtime” of Vatican II? That “Church in the Modern World” 
of the late-60s of the century past is now the Church in the “postmodern” 
world as, in our different countries and cultures, we move further into this 
millennium. As history moves on, new questions emerge. For example, 
the current demographic crisis of Western countries suggests that the 
teaching of Gaudium et Spes on marriage and family will be pondered in 
a new light. Likewise, the atheism that the Council addressed was that of 
the Soviet-sponsored kind. But now the Soviet empire has crumbled, and 
atheism has taken on a virulent Western form in post-Christian cultures. 
The gentle and respectful forms of dialogue initiated at Vatican II must 
now cope with unfinished agenda, endless conversations and aggressive 
“culture wars” on many fronts. The vernacular revolution that originally 
occurred in the language of liturgy has now transmuted into an experi-
ence of often unsettling catholicity as the Gospel seeks expression in 
lands, languages and applications beyond anything that the writers of 
the New Testament could have dreamed—and even beyond the earthly 
horizon of the “Fathers of Vatican II” in the mid-sixties of the last century. 
The largely affirmative approach to the world of, say, of Gaudium et Spes, 
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has yielded to a more critical perspective with issues such as terrorism, 
consumerism, globalism, new nationalisms, planetary ecology, and, in 
the wake of the present economic instability, the urgent need for global 
financial reorganization and governance.

An Australian Theological Perspective 

Though Australia lacks the long history and stands apart from 
much of the drama of history, we Australians have challenges to face. The 
great wave of the historic event of Vatican II continue to wash even these 
shores. Here, Christmas is in Summer, Easter is in Autumn, the South wind 
blows cold, and the original inhabitants of this land claim a past history 
of at least forty millennia. Yet all the present inhabitants of this country 
are being awkwardly confronted with teeming populations of Asia and its 
rich variety of ancient cultures. It is no longer the case of Australia being 
hermetically sealed in its cultural and geographical isolation as now we 
must absorb new realities of a multi-ethnic, multi-religious kind. 

Let me make a few theological observations.1 By age and profes-
sion I have been involved in theological matters during and since the 
Council, first as a student, then as a lecturer, and then as a university 
professor, both overseas and also in this country. Though my perspective 
is, therefore, inescapably personal, it is one minor ingredient in the his-
tory of what happened as we look back to the Second Vatican Council 
and the way it affected this country.

In my recollection—and this is hard to imagine today—the Council 
occurred as an outbreak of theological imagination! Students and teach-
ers of that time were quite enthralled. There was a sense of sense of 
belonging to something on the move, something that released new ener-
gies, and inspired an experience akin to those Pentecostal visions of the 
young and dreams of the old that Peter described in his first discourse 
(Acts 2:17). 

1 Charles Sherlock, Uncovering Theology: The Depth, Reach and Utility of Australian 
Theological Education (Adelaide: ATF Press, 2009); Gideon Goosen, Australian 
Theologies: Themes and Methodologies in the Third Millennium (Strathfield NSW: St 
Paul’s, 2000); Anthony Kelly, “From Cultural Images to Historical Reality: Questions 
Arising”, in Peter Malone (ed.). Developing an Australian Theology (65-83). Strathfield, 
NSW: St Paul’s, 1999, 65-83; Peter Malone, (ed.), Discovering an Australian Theology 
(Homebush, NSW: St Paul’s, 1988); David Pascoe, “The Church in Oceanic Perspective”, 
in Gerard Mannion and Lewis Seymour Mudge (eds.), The Routledge Companion to 
the Christian Church (New York / Oxford: Routledge, 2008), 346-367); Rainbow Spirit 
Elders. Rainbow Spirit Theology: Towards an Australian Aboriginal Theology (Blackburn: 
HarperCollinsReligious, 1997); Paul Cashen, MSC, From the Sacred Heart to the Heart 
of the Sacred: The Spiritual Journey of Australian Catholics (Kensington, NSW: Nelen 
Yubu Productions, 2006).
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The temptation to repudiate anything “pre-Vatican II” was great. 
Even here in placid, pragmatic Australia, we came to experience previ-
ously unknown ideological polarisations between “progressives” and 
“conservatives” in most of our parishes and religious orders. A larger 
wisdom was elusive. 

And for those of us involved in theology, another kind of question 
emerged: what relation has theology to the vibrancy of Church life? Those 
involved in Vatican II remembered the European efflorescence of theol-
ogy in the wake of the Second World War, leading up to the Council. But 
there had been massive falling off in Church affiliation and breakdowns 
in Christian culture generally. Pope John XXIII rose to the challenge –and 
called the Council, in the hope of being able to address new problems 
with fresh resources. Here in Australia, these half a century later, the 
same factors are detectable: massive breakdown in Church life and tra-
ditional Christian culture, but along with an unprecedented flowering of 
theology and the institutions of theological education. 

Is theology part of the remedy, or part of the problem? A piercing 
question—if it implies that theology is a displacement of Christian con-
sciousness, away for the practical issues of mission, witness to Christ and 
solidarity with his suffering members? But, as we reread the documents 
of Vatican II, there is another possibility, that theology be a continuing 
stimulus to the Church’s imagination and intelligence in the light of the 
uniqueness of Christ-Event and its inexhaustible significance, and the way 
this came to expression, both in terms of content and style, five decades 
ago.

Fixed Documents, an Unfolding Event 

But how will these documents be more deeply examined, trans-
lated and implemented, now, at this time, and in this antipodean region? 
Vatican II as an event is still unfolding, even if, as a gathering of bishops, 
it has long since ended. Nonetheless, I would suggest that the theologi-
cal influence of Vatican II is not to be found primarily in searching out 
the content of the conciliar documents, and then going on to consider 
how they are being specifically interpreted and applied here in Australia. 
It is more the case that these documents are on the whole to be located 
“within”, as it were, the still-unfolding event that was Vatican II. There 
was and remains something new in terms of content, but also a new 
positive and engaging style in Church teaching which might well prove 
to be as important as the theological content. True, given the enormous 
range of reflection and discussion taking place, the final word has not 
been said, and the outcome is not yet decided. The event of Vatican II will 
continue to unfold for an indeterminate time into the future. 
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Hence, it is not as though we have first of all to look for the 
number of times any particular topic (e.g., “ church”, “Trinity”, eucharist, 
“conscience”) is mentioned in the conciliar texts and assessing their 
respective importance from the amount of space given to the topic in 
question. It is more a matter of locating such episodic references within 
the larger theological expanse of Vatican II as a singular event in the life 
of the Church—and in human history itself. Discernment by reading “the 
signs of the times” implies an unfinished and ever-open hermeneutical 
process, as the “Church in the Modern World” had to be reinterpreted as 
the “Church in the Postmodern World”, in the realisation that there were 
some matters beyond the horizon of the conciliar consciousness fifty 
years ago—ecological and environmental concerns, the changing context 
of interfaith dialogue, given the rise of Islam, for instance, the issue of 
womens’ liberation; and the digital age of the internet and social media. 
In regard to this last-mentioned issue, the “signs of the times” can be read 
as the “times of the sign”—with a consequent change in our sense of real-
ity and communication, information exchange and so forth.

Some further Questions: Scripture and Dialogue 

I offer now a couple of specific remarks in reference to post-Vatican 
II theology in this part of the world. Australia has been singularly blessed 
with the emergence of Catholic biblical scholars of the highest rank. To 
that degree, theology here is well placed to put into practice this key ele-
ment in the renewal of theological education. But discussion continues 
on what is entailed in the statement of Dei Verbum #24 about scripture 
as “the soul of theology”. It is not clear, in fact, that biblical scholars are 
showing any special interest in theology in order to so “animate” it. I 
think it is more accurate to think of the situation as movement along par-
allel lines: scripture studies continue to produce high grade scholarship; 
theology generally continues a productive course, but the two trajectories 
seldom merge and often seem more to diverge.2 Our more venerable 
scripture scholars, because of their clerical/ religious formation, have had 
a thorough theological education. But that cannot be expected from the 
new generation of highly specialized biblical scholars drawn from the 
laity. To that degree, the soul is tending to migrate from the body of the-
ology. I am not sure that any method of theological education or biblical 
scholarship is being developed to make theology more scriptural, and 

2 One effort at collaboration is Anthony J. Kelly, CSsR and Francis J. Moloney, SDB, 
Experiencing God in the Gospel of John (New York: Paulist Press,2003). This kind of 
collaboration is demanding, and understandably rare.
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biblical scholarship more theological. Perhaps Catholic community here 
in Australia has a lot to learn from what are commonly termed “bible col-
leges”. It is significant, despite the injunctions of Dei Verbum, that there 
has been no Catholic initiative in that direction. But the need becomes 
more urgent, namely, for scriptural studies to animate theology, and for 
theology healthily embody scriptural scholarship.

Then there is the question of dialogue with the secular world in 
the spirit of Gaudium et Spes. It was expected that theology would be 
sufficiently differentiated in its procedures to learn from, and contribute 
to, the larger secular worlds of learning and exploration. To this degree, 
the older seminary division of theology had to be pushed into a new con-
figuration. Bernard Lonergan’s Method in Theology (London: DLT, 1971) 
appeared within years of the Council’s conclusion and produced high 
level Australian theological responses. It outlined “a framework of collab-
orative creativity” in which theologians could work together in communi-
cating the meaning and value of Christian faith to contemporary culture. 
It envisaged a large-scale cooperation designed to serve healthy exchang-
es between theology and the secular world of science, scholarship and 
art. But the results are slow in coming, possibly due to the difficulties 
inherent in such collaboration and the institutional concerns for integrity 
at a time when smaller institutions were being merged with larger, while 
theology was beginning to take on a respected academic form with the 
foundation of the Australian Catholic University over twenty years ago.

On the other hand, even though theological progress has been 
pragmatic rather than guided by theory, results have been good. I sus-
pect, however, that there has been an idealistic hangover from Gaudium 
et Spes and the way it favored a very positive interpretation of “the mod-
ern world”. As a result we theologians feel more confident in criticizing 
the Church rather than adopting a critical stance in regard to Australian 
and secular culture? We have tended to expect that the secular culture 
will smile favorably on any theological outreach or attempt at dialogue. 
In the sensate and secular culture of Australia, there is a certain stress 
associated with being a theologian compared with other academic fields. 
It is hard to do one’s best work when the larger culture sees no good in 
such pursuits! Add to that, the particular searching for a clear articulation 
of “identity and mission” which currently characterizes Catholic institu-
tions, and the task of theology is not lessened. Moreover, those begin-
ning the study of theology cannot be presumed to have been thoroughly 
catechized in the basis doctrines of the Catholic faith. Even the immense 
Catholic school system, despite its dedication, has not been able to incul-
cate either knowledge of or enthusiasm for Catholic life and its classic 
traditions. As a result, a loss of historical memory has occurred; and this 
onset of cultural amnesia make remembering even Vatican II a consider-
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able challenge, let alone being familiar with Christian history as a whole. 
Without a sense of history, Catholic tradition can mean little.

Furthermore, the Thomistic tradition of theology and philosophy 
seems to have come to an abrupt end. “Rejection” is too strong a word, 
at least for the theologians of the present who are beginning to realize 
the extent of the loss of intellectual resources to be found in the aston-
ishing accomplishment of Aquinas. But there is a hole in the theologi-
cal tradition that will take a long time to fill, even though there remain 
good collections of the writings of St Thomas and his followers in many 
of our established libraries. Admittedly, the Council itself did not favour 
a Thomistic and metaphysical style of expression. It preferred instead 
a biblically-based mode of discourse with some philosophical features 
of personalism and phenomenology. Indeed, neither John Paul II nor 
Benedict XVI have favoured a Thomistic idiom in their respective post-
conciliar writings, the former because of his preference for a phenom-
enological mode of expression, and the latter because his theological 
approach owed more to St Augustine and St Bonaventure than to Aristotle 
and St Thomas.

Bishops have also, for their part, been very positive toward the 
inheritance of Vatican II, and promoted the kinds of theological scholar-
ship that it inspired. Frequently dioceses invite distinguished interna-
tional scholars to conduct conferences and forth for their communities. 
It is encouraging to note that the internet is beginning to be exploited as 
an instrument of theological education, distance learning and the like—in 
ways that the Fathers of Vatican II could not have imagined. The obvious 
problem is in planning for the future. With diminishing numbers of clergy 
and religious, there are few candidates for higher studies from these tra-
ditional ranks. Further, the question of financial resources necessary for 
the encouragement of future lay scholars is not notably on the agenda. As 
a result, key areas such as liturgy, Church history, patristics, moral theol-
ogy are getting very thin, while the present specialists in such areas are 
ageing, and with little immediate prospect of being replaced. Under such 
pressures—and for more positive educational motives—the bishops have 
encouraged a degree of collaboration between seminaries, theological 
schools and university faculties. Besides, the presence of gifted theologi-
cal and scriptural scholars in the ranks of the hierarchy has resulted in 
a high level of communication with the theological guild. One result has 
been the setting up of solid protocols for treating any “problems arising” 
from complaints, misrepresentations and so forth. 

Areas of special interest have emerged. There has been consider-
able interest in relating the ecclesiology of Vatican II with the Australian 
cultural scene—as the most familiar “world” for theology. The arrival of 
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Catholic universities on the theological scene has also contributed to 
more developed interdisciplinary contacts in such areas as healthcare, 
social work, education and political studies. Most surprisingly, Australian 
theologians have developed theologies of the Trinity to very good effect, 
as is evidence in the work of, say, David Coffey, Denis Edwards, Patricial 
Fox, Anne Hunt, Anthony Kelly, Neil Ormerod and Glenn Morison. 
Further, topics not mentioned in the Council have been major areas of 
concern, such as ecology and social liberation.

A Distinctive Catholicity

A number of works relating to a distinctive Australian context with 
historical, geographical, literary, political culture features have already 
been cited. Leading up to the Australian Bicentenary celebrations, the top-
ics of contextualized theology and spirituality were frequently treated.3  A 
particularly engaging theological issue was that of reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians. Among those who bridge 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Island and Christian traditions, Joan Hendriks, 
Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann, Kathy Butler, Robyn Reynolds, Pastor 
George Rosendale. Intercultural dialogue earthed in a spirituality of land 
continues to draw attention to social, political and economic issues such 
as land rights, healthcare, education and the remedying of past injustices.

Together with this dimension of dialogue with Indigenous culture 
is a more global consideration. It strikes me that Australian Catholic 
theologians have a much more “catholic” or global span of reference than 
other national groups. It is not unusual for the more industrious and tal-
ented amongst us to be familiar with British, Irish and American (North 
and South) theological writings, and with French, German and Italian 
works as well. Though we may not be so proficient when it comes to, say, 
Spanish and Portuguese, Asian or South African theology, there is still a 
range of reference that is impressive in its contrast with the national or 

3 Goosen, Australian Theologies: Themes and Methodologies...; Malone, (ed.), Discovering 
an Australian Theology; Cashen, From the Sacred Heart...; then the following indicate 
the paths taken—and not taken: Anthony Kelly, A New Imagining: Toward an Australian 
Spirituality (Blackburn, Vic: Collins Dove, 1990); “Theology in an Australian Context”, 
Exploring Australian Theology, ed., Peter Malone, Homebush: St. Paul Publications, 
1988; “From Images to History: Methodological Comments on ‘Theology in an Australian 
Context”, in Peter Malone, ed., Australian Theology for the Year 2000 (Homebush: St 
Paul Publications, 1999); “Lonergan's Dialectic and Australian Theology”, Compass 
Theology Review, (Autumn 1986), 18-24; “Embarrassed Silences: Reflecting on 
Australian Spirituality”, Religious Education Journal of Australia 4/2, 1988; “Spirituality: 
An Australian Accent”, The Way Supplement 73, Spring 1992, 87-97; “Praxis and 
Pragmatism in an Australian Theology”, Australasian Catholic Record, 71/3, July 1994, 
261-274.
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linguistic limits of other groups. In this respect, being Australian is being 
open to larger world. 

The Council inspired impressive efforts in this country for the 
theological education of the laity Up to the early ‘70s, theological edu-
cation was pretty much restricted to ordination candidates, and largely 
taught by ordained theologians. Financial support stemmed only from the 
churches/ religious orders. The scene has changed. Generally speaking, 
there are more laity than ordination students, although the great major-
ity of those studying theology are not envisaging a career in ministry as 
such. There has also emerged another majority, that of women, among the 
theological student population. Moreover, the age-profile has changed (at 
least in Catholic institutions), with many retired people studying theology 
for personal interest and development. 

From the mid-eighties, most theological students have been laity, 
pursuing their studies for personal enrichment (spirituality) or for profes-
sional qualifications (as in education, healthcare, social work, pastoral 
involvements, etc). This phase has produced notable theological scholars, 
men and women, who, at least in the university setting of theology, are 
rapidly replacing the priests and religious who were the main theological 
scholars and educators. This will certainly mean a larger assimilation of 
secular experience into the theological life of the Church, but it is also 
a critical period. While there is a dramatic intensification of the need for 
theology to rise to the challenge of the time, there has been, from another 
point of view, a dramatic falling off resources. The priest-theologian, for 
better or worse, was marinated in Catholic tradition over at least ten years 
in the course of his studies before receiving a doctorate (or its equivalent). 
For economic considerations alone, that cannot be the case for the new 
generation of Catholic theologians in Australia. In the University setting 
at least, most theologians are drawn from the laity. Not only does theol-
ogy in this country represent a different and a wider range of experience 
compared to previous history dominated by priest-theologians, there are 
now different spheres of influence. Before, for theologians above all, 
all roads led to Rome. But now, especially given the ascendancy of the 
English language, “studying overseas” no longer means going to Rome as 
it did for generations of seminary professors up to the conciliar period. 
In recent decades it is far more likely that Australians have received their 
advanced degrees in theology from institutions in North America. This 
change has been so rapid and widespread that Australian theology defi-
nitely speaks with an American accent—even if venerable institutions in 
Europe are not unrepresented (KUL of Leuven, for example). 

It would seem that the Catholic university will increasingly shape 
the course of theology in this country. But that is not to say that other 
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smaller specialised institutes may not appeal to Vatican II for their origi-
nal inspiration. Still, the greatest potential change depends on the extent 
to which theological scholarship and education will migrate from smaller 
institutions, largely supported by Church resources, to the more pub-
licly funded academic framework of the Catholic university. Traditional 
resources are under great pressure as personnel age and the financial 
pinch increases. In contrast, the publicly-funded university structure 
allows for a continuing recruitment of young scholars and, in principle, 
a wider student population. Negotiating this relationship between the 
traditional and emerging structures will mean keeping alive the spirit of 
openness and dialogue characteristic of Vatican II. 

Whatever about new academic structures and financial needs, the 
commitment of dioceses and religious orders to the theological educa-
tion has been astonishing in its generosity. With no government support 
in most of the post-conciliar period, our theological institutions have 
welcomed generations of laity into the study of theology at a minimum 
cost. Indeed, such costs were kept low because the lecturers, vocation-
ally motivated, were not salaried, and were content with a small stipend. 
It was a time of remarkable ecclesial generosity on the part of the dio-
ceses and religious orders concerned. Even if times are changing, the 
most enduring effect of Vatican II in the theological context of education 
will be its witness to hope and “the eschatological nature of the Pilgrim 
Church”.

To make a long story short, the event of Vatican II continues to 
resonate in the life of the Church and in the theology that seeks to serve 
it. This brief reflection is only a fragment. As crises in all their variety 
continue to agitate the life of the Church in this country, a firm basis for 
articulating the criteria in which problems can be faced and the corporate 
life of Catholic Christianity be promoted in this country is a re-reading of 
the documents of the Second Vatican Council. That historic event contin-
ues to unfold; and, be it emphasized, not fifty years has passed since it 
ended. A second reading is in order.

Fifty Years since Vatican II  ·  87
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Outside interdependence 
There Is No Salvation

Sergio LORENZINI
Evaton Township, South Africa

Abstract

Coming out of centuries regarding herself the perfect society and 
the world’s sole interpreter and executor of God’s will, Vatican II marked 
a new era of a Church aware of her interdependence among her mem-
bers and with the rest of the world. However, in the past few decades, the 
trend has shifted back towards more control and isolation. Demanded by 
this change of epoch, a commitment to a more radical interdependence, 
down to her structures, may save the Church from irrelevancy and deadly 
stagnation. 

Vatican II was the point at which the Church knew it was high time 
she grew out of the isolation, the monologues, and the monarchic prac-
tices it had fallen into. It was, “the beginning of the beginning” (Rahner) 
towards becoming Humanity’s Servant, for the sake of God’s Kingdom. 
Some terms helped the Council to express this, notably “collegiality”, “dia-
logue”, and the Biblical concepts of “communion” and “People of God”. 
However, these concepts, together with the interdependence they express, 
and the life they injected into the Church’s veins during the following 
years, are today questioned, second-thought, over-hermeneuticized, if not 
simply reversed; they are now suffering from a critical lack of prominence, 
even at the level they were understood fifty years ago. This is all the more 
disturbing in an age when interdependence is demanded and appreciated, 
at the same time –something so far unseen-, by the Gospel, by the post-
modern world, by science, by the oppressed and marginalized, and by a 
rapidly growing number of Christians and members of other religions. 
Instead, the past few decades have witnessed an increasing affirmation of 
the Church’s independence ad extra and the dependence of her members 
ad intra. 
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1. Interdependence, globalization, and Ubuntu.

For our purpose interdependence can be defined as the fundamen-
tal and fruitful relationship of mutuality among all creatures: nothing and 
nobody is fully, without the others. The concept emphasizes not just com-
munion, dialogue, and interaction, but the radical need of it. The current 
process of globalization, although it has not created interdependence, 
it has certainly made people more aware of it through technological 
advances. One major difference between the two is that today’s paradigm 
of globalization uses the world’s interdependence, creating dependency 
and marginalization, for it is driven by the powerful to benefit the pow-
erful, who also try to convince us along the way, despite the many and 
gross failures of the system, that “there is no alternative”. We have been 
told that this neo-liberal dictated globalization has turned our world into 
a global village, when the truth is that it has rather created a global shop-
ping centre, which has made many people believe that true interdepen-
dence has something to do with merchandise, with becoming instantly 
and insanely rich, with iPods, and with celebs on TV doing “charity 
work” in Third World countries.… The interdependence we are talking 
about here is the life-supporting framework of everything and everybody, 
where the poor and the insignificant ones (cf. 1Cor 12:22-24; Mt 25:40; Lk 
1:52) become essential to the whole. 

In the South African context where I am, this is best expressed with 
the term Ubuntu (and similar ones in other Sub-Saharan territories): “I 
am because we are”, “A person is a person through others”, etc. A person 
“with Ubuntu” is someone so aware of his/her given interdependency 
that s/he is compassionate, selfless, respectful, etc.; the fact of interde-
pendence becomes then an interdependent lifestyle and behaviour. On 
the contrary, a selfish, violent, greedy, authoritarian person is said to lack 
Ubuntu. Ubuntu is thus our deepest humanity. Desmond Tutu, explaining 
the concept, puts it bluntly: “We are made for interdependence” 1. 

The term “interdependence” itself has appeared in a number of 
Church documents (including Gaudium et Spes nn. 23, 26), most of the 
times merely highlighting the increasing connectedness among peoples 
due to technological progress. But we have to go further than that: Has 
the Church strengthened the God’s given interdependence of all, re-
discovered at Vatican II and fostered by today’s world? Has the Church 
translated that interdependence in all her practices and structures?

1 http://godhasadream.com/press_qa_desmond_tutu.html. Another expression of this is the 
phrase people use to say in apartheid South Africa: “No one is free until we are all free”.
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2. Dust and stuffiness: images that still haunt us.

John XXIII said that the Council had the task of “shaking off the 
imperial dust that had accumulated on Peter’s throne since Constantine”. 
In effect, an imperial way of being ecclesia took over from then on, a 
way so alien to the Gospel and the experience of the first Christian com-
munities, that yet lasted up until the Council. And the dust has not been 
successfully removed yet; the initial excitement about getting rid of it 
has met in the last few decades with strong opposition that can only be 
described as a structural sin. John Paul II, in Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, n. 
36, saw it indeed as a “structure of sin” when the world “instead of inter-
dependence and solidarity” lives by “different forms of imperialism” (he 
wasn’t talking about the “imperial dust” in the Church though, but the 
contrast still applies). 

John XXIII also spoke of open windows and fresh air coming in 
through them. The Church was not allowing the refreshing and life-sup-
porting ruaj / pneuma to impregnate her mission, her leadership, and her 
structures… the lungs of the entire Christian community. Still worse, the 
Church was convinced that the Spirit had only one home, the Catholic 
church (especially the tiny Vatican). Happily, Vatican II ( i.e., LG n. 22; cf. 
Wis 1:7) re-discovered, in the words of P. Casaldáliga, that the Spirit “is 
always more catholic than the Church” 2. But with more control and fear 
of changes comes also the greater insistence on the exclusive ownership 
of the Spirit’s presence and work, which we witness today. 

Since dust and stuffiness still persist, a truly interdependent dia-
logue (is there of any other kind?) and a bold revision of Church struc-
tures (which did not happen at Vatican II) are unavoidable challenges 
today.

3. The interdependence of dialogue.

a) Being honest with our times.

Vatican II was a communal process towards answering hundreds 
and hundreds of questions, all of them pioneered by a most important 
one at that time: “Church, what do you say about yourself?”. But those 
times –with its questions- have changed so dramatically ever since, that 
“the correct answers” that came from the Council are now “obsolete” 3. 

2 Vaticano II, todo un Concilio, in www.elpais.com/diario/1985/07/03/socie-
dad/489189605_850215.html, my translation).

3 J.M. Vigil, Adiós al Vaticano II, No puesta al día sino mutación, in http://servicioskoinonia.
org/logos/articulo.php?num=109 
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Unfortunately, Ottaviani’s motto, Ecclesia semper idem, still lingers stub-
bornly in Vatican offices: no matter what the question is, the answer is 
always the same… a one-size-fits-all set of answers for anything, anytime, 
anywhere. However, this view fails to understand that “our faith questions 
are always contextual, one of the results of which is that our answers are 
contextual, too”4. The People of God have started noticing this more and 
more: they now “have the impression that the Catholic Church, either 
continues to answer questions from past times, or it answers today’s ques-
tions with old answers”5. Liberation, Pluralistic, Inculturation, Feminist, 
etc., theologies have for decades been crafting questions as well as 
answers relevant to the here and now, vis-à-vis peoples and cultures, 
despite huge Vatican pressure. 

b) Searching together.

South African Council Father, bishop Denis Hurley humorously 
remembers that during the Council “bets were laid as to whether a French 
bishop can avoid the use of the word dialogue in an intervention”6. But 
can the Church afford not to use that word in every intervention she 
makes today, and live by it? The then Archbishop Karol Wojtyla indeed 
warned during Vatican II: “The Church… must search, together with the 
world, how to find the truth, because, otherwise, what she will be doing 
is just a soliloquy”7. That’s the Church’s tragedy today. But how are we to 
find the truth with others? Councils and Synods, as we know them, seem 
badly equipped to do that, since their search for Truth is undertaken 
without sufficiently listening and answering to the poor, to women, to 
religions… How then? I don’t have the answer… how could I, by myself? 
The alternative won’t come from an enlightened mind anyway, not even 
from a single group, but from the sensus fidelium embracing, at last, the 
sensus mundi from the sensus pauperum. In any case, an interdependent 
dialogue is not an option: we either search with others, or we will never 
find. 

4. A structurally interdependent Church.

Vatican II taught that the Church “can be abundantly and variously 
helped by the world…” (GS 40), by “believers and unbelievers… men of 
every rank and condition” (GS 44) to carry out her mission. However, 

4 Albert Nolan, Hope in an Age of Despair, New York: Orbis, 2010, p. 14.
5 J.J. Tamayo Acosta, Hacia un Nuevo Concilio, http://www.ciberiglesia.net/

discipulos/06/06eclesiologia-nuevoconcilio, my translation. 
6 Denis Hurley, Keeping the Dream Alive, Pietermaritzburg, Cluster, 2005, p. 80.
7 www.elpais.com/diario/1978/10/18/sociedad/277513212_850215.html, my translation.
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an important reason for the discontent, dissent, and defections from the 
Church that is so evident today is due to the fact that Church is perceived 
as acting without considering other voices, from both within and with-
out. And whenever a more interdependent type of church leadership is 
suggested, all one gets is the refrain that has become a golden escape 
for avoiding the issue: “the church is not a democracy” (as if it was ever 
meant to be an absolute monarchy) or, alternatively, the blame is put on 
secularism and relativism. Little wonder collegiality never really took off, 
Synods are not much more than gatherings for implementing Vatican 
policies, appointments of bishops disregard the voice of both laity and 
clergy, and matters of importance like contraception, priestly celibacy, 
and women’s ordination are constantly denied even the status of topics 
for ecclesial discernment… And so people experience a deep schizophre-
nia: what the Church teaches as being desirable for the world –dialogue, 
participation, democracy, co-responsibility… yes, interdependence- for 
some reason (or lack of it) does not seem to apply to the Church herself.

J. Comblin used to say that the one important thing Vatican II did 
not do was to change the structures of the Church, and so the Council’s 
vision of communion, dialogue, and collegiality was unable to inform 
the whole life of the Church. The consequence of this, in the words of 
Congar, is that “Rome has practically eliminated the very reality of the 
ecclesia and thus reduced it to a group that is dependent on it. The Roman 
Curia is everything”.8 Not interdependence, but dependence. And many, 
seeing that Rome seems to refuse to undergo any structural changes in 
this respect, have decided to become independent, and are now leaving 
the Church, or simply ignore many of her teachings. “Communion”, “col-
legiality”, “dialogue”, “People of God”, are not terms suited for either an 
independent nor a dependent way of being in the Church (and indeed in 
the world); but when interdependence is not kerygmatically and structur-
ally affirmed and ensured, that is exactly what results. 

Addressing new ambassadors to the Vatican in 2011, pope Benedict 
said that we must see “interdependency, not as a threat, but as an oppor-
tunity”.9 Moreover, we must see it as a fact, as a gift, as our spirituality 
and our mission. 

Despite the current ecclesial situation, the trend towards a more 
visible interdependence is in fact unstoppable: the Church will not sur-
vive the centuries to come still thinking and acting as if she had and 

8 Y. Congar, Journal d'un théologien, p. 303, cit. in www.fespinal.com/espinal/llib/en129.pdf: 
What is happening in the Church, X. Alegre, J.I. González Faus, J. Rambla, p. 13).

9 www.zenit.org/article-33997?l=english 
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knew all the questions, all the answers, all the truth, all the beauty, all 
the righteousness by herself... let alone by her leaders only. This is not 
feasible any more. 

Therefore, no ambiguous documents, no fears of the unknown, no 
nostalgia of the lost influence, no sacralising of historical practices and 
theologies will endeavour the Church with her much needed sense and 
praxis of interdependence to be a sign of God’s transformative, dialogical, 
prophetic, and compassionate presence in a world that is getting tired of 
waiting for her to be precisely that. 
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Introduction

This year, the fiftieth anniversary of the Second Vatican Council, 
Pope Benedict XVI announced that the Year of Faith will begin in 
October and urged us to remember the Council as well as to commemo-
rate the Catechism of the Roman Catholic Church.  While I would never 
undervalue the significance of studying the Council’s effort, I would like 
to point out some limitations in doing so.  I say this because fifty years 
ago one of the most urgent goals of the Council was to renew the Church, 
yet today, as we confront issues of even greater seriousness than those 
which faced the Council, we must do more than study.

The Church prior to the Council had placed itself at a lofty height 
from which it looked down negatively on secular activities, finding fault 
in all other religions, and even in the Protestant Church. Furthermore, it 
preached about the importance of patriotism, despite the fact that patrio-
tism had excerbated two World Wars, killing, torturing and pushing into 
misery millions of people.  The Church had failed to clearly oppose the 
evil of war, and had taken a wait-and-see posture rather than being a 
leader for peace. 

The Second Vatican Council was summoned to renew the role of the Church. 

The World in 2012, however, is set at an apparently different para-
digm from that of fifty years ago, with difficulties then unconceivable, 
leading to the crash of financial systems, as just one example.  Excessive 
competition, which has promoted selfishness, disrupted human lives, and 
created hollowness in the human mind, has led to increased unfairness in 
distributing wealth among peoples and states.  In Japan, the human bond 
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keeps weakening and the combined death tolls for those who commit 
suicide and those who die alone are ever increasing. 

The Church itself has recently encountered serious difficulties, such 
as a rise in the number of Christians leaving the church, those who suffer 
from divorces and failing marriages, and victims of diseases like AIDS, 
as well as loss of integrity involving priests accused of sexual abuses or 
harrassment, behind which weak governance by bishops can be inferred.

In order for the Church today to be “the salt of the earth,” and “the 
light of the world,” in a society filled with problems, it is now obvious 
that simply reviewing the Council’s insistence on the Church’s self-reno-
vation alone cannot go far enough to face the real world.

The most relevant thing to take from the Council of fifty years ago 
to meet the problems of today would be its “challenging attitude,” which 
drove them to renovate the Church itself.

It would be useful to re-confirm how the Popes and Bishops 
gained their challenging spirits in the past.  This reconfirmation task 
would lead us to the fundamentals of Christianity from which, I believe, 
we can obtain the precious light with which to better see the world today 
and the energy to cope with its problems.

Let me first review how the Church had been before the Second 
Vatican Council.

1. Church in the Pre-Second Vatican Council Period

1) Church Perceived the Birth of Modernity as Dangerous Poison

Three conceptual forces drove modernization: first, liberty and 
equality, second, positivism and rationalism, and third, the capitalist value 
system.  When these three forces began to change society, the Church 
mistakenly took them as poisonous to itself and devoted much effort to 
protect itself from them.  

The responses of each successive Pope show how the Church saw 
the new societal change as a threat. 

a. From Liberalism and Egalitarianism to Positive and Rationalism 

The French Revolution in 1789, driven by the concepts of liberty 
and equality, drastically shook the foundation of established society by 
taking away privileges allowed only to royal and aristocratic families and 
by opening the door to a new society with liberal and egalitarian citizen-
ship.

The Church, however, took this movement as a dangerous threat 
to its authority, primarily because it had been closely connected to the 
Louis dynasty.  To citizens, church figures were a part of the privileged 
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class, therefore, the people attacked the Church, arresting many priests 
and monks and seizing their assets.

The revolution spread to neighboring countries, including the 
German Church, where church leaders were forced to become something 
like state servants and the Church was managed by the government.

This revolution, combined with the birth of positivism derived of 
rationalism in the sciences, furthered the de-Christianization process, as 
shown by the people leaving the Church in Europe.  With rationalism and 
positivism penetrating the society, people criticized the catechism or the 
Biblical stories for being scientifically irrational and superstitious, and the 
Church was considered to be an obsolete gathering of unsophisticated 
people.

With the rise of Napoleon, the fire of the revolution was somewhat 
extinguished,  the spirit of the revolution and rationalistic movement con-
tinued, however, and the flight from the Church on the part of citizens 
also continued.

With the penetration of liberal and egalitarian ideas into all facets 
of society, classes in religion started to be banned in public schools, 
divorces were allowed by civil codes, and the social influence of the 
Church was weakened.

b. Freedom that Supported Capitalism

Noteworthy here is the connection in society between liberalism 
and capitalism.  Capitalists, driven to maximize profits, were unhindered 
by an alternative value system which led to the dominance of capitalist  
ideals today, and which has led also to the weakening of human values 
exemplified by the life of Christ.

Capitalism changed the social structure to one in which leadership 
was held by capitalists while laborers worked like slaves in factories for 
long hours in poor conditions for meager wages. The eventual confronta-
tion of the two economic classes gave birth to socialism and communism.

Regrettably, the Church could not understand the misery of labor-
ers and could only sit uselessly and watch many working class people 
leave the Church.  The Marxist criticism of the Church, “Religion is the 
opiate of the masses,” can be taken to represent those poor and in despair 
who had lost hope in the Church.

2) The Church Confronting Modern Society as Seen in the 
Postures of the Popes

In order to oppose such social movements, local bishops unified 
around the Pope to try to resist the changes in modern society, which 
contributed to the centralization of power in the Vatican. 
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All the Popes from Pius VII (1800-1823) to Pius IX (1846-1878) 
must be noted in this connection.

a. Pius IX (1846-1878)

Pius IX’s actions completed the centralization of power, beginning 
on the day of his inauguration and finishing with the opening of the First 
Vatican Council and the Declaration of Papal Infallability.

The most representative among his several encyclicals is Quanta 
Cura (1864), in which he condemned modern ideas such as rationalism, 
liberalism, nationalism, capitalism, and so forth, and only recognized 
obedience as the utmost virtue.  Published at the same time, his Syllabus 
Errorum, clearly denied all assertions of modernism which were sum-
marized into eighty types.

In 1869, Pope Pius IX summoned the First Vatican Council, which 
drafted the Dogmatic Constitutions in which modernism was condemned, 
and he closed the Council by reasserting papal supremacy with the 
Declaration of Papal Infallibility.

b. Leo XIII (1871-1903)

Leo XIII introduced into the Church a sense of self recognition 
and asserted that the Church was also shared some responsibility for 
the social confusion arising from the Industrial Revolution.  In his 1891 
encyclical, Rerum Novarum, the Pope induced Catholics to the need to 
fight for social justice and order.

Though advanced in social teachings, this Pope was conservative 
and deliberate with respect to theological and dogmatic issues, staying 
within the traditional boundaries in force since the Medieval age, uphold-
ing St. Thomas Aquinas, and ordering all the seminarios to teach neo-
Thomism scholastic theology.

c. Pius X (1903-1914)

Following his predecessors, Pius X also protected the Church from 
the influence of modernism.  He obliged all church figures to pledge their 
opposition to modernism, ordered the management of each parish to cen-
sor publications to prevent modernism from penetrating into the Church 
and consequently exerted severe control over Christian life.

d. Pius XI (1922-1939)

Pius XI focused on resisting communism and socialism.  He was 
particularly adamant in opposing communism and denying labor move-
ment among Catholics.

e. Pius XII (1939-1958)

Loyal to the traditional doctrine, Pius XII was very cautious about 
new ideas in theology and was also negative about creative theology.  
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He insisted that only the Catholic Church held Truth and that the Greek 
Orthodox was just a branch, the Protestants were considered heretics and 
he was reluctant to support ecumenical movement. 

He adamantly refused to cooperate with totalitarian states support-
ive atheist Marxism and strongly opposed any communist movement out 
of his fear for Italy becoming communist.  In 1949, he announced that 
any church figure supporting communism would be expelled immedi-
ately from the Church.

3. The Second Vatican Council. John XXIII (1958-1963)

After the death of Pius XII the cautious and conservative atomo-
sphere continued, and one had to be very careful in expressing ideas like 
“restoration of the Church.”  In this atomosphere and only three months 
after his inauguration, Pope John XXIII revealed his plan to summon the 
Second Vatican Council.  Though he maintained that he was simply led by 
the Holy Spirit, he must have been thinking of the importance of restor-
ing the Church for a long time.

The Pope gradually disclosed his vision on restoration, as had been 
demonstrated in two pre- and post-Council encyclicals, Mater et Magistra, 
1959 and Pacem in Terris, 1963.

In the former, Mater et Magistra, Pope John XXIII indirectly denied 
the past papal protestations against modernism and instead emphasized 
the responsibility of each individual to follow their conscience.  In the 
latter, Pacem in Terris, he affirmed freedom of religion and, for the sake 
of building peace on earth, affirmed the possiblility of dialogue with 
communists and revoked his predecessor’s decision to expell them from 
the Church. 

In the mass of the opening of the Council, the Pope clarified that 
the Council’s purpose was rather to restore the Church itself, not only to 
cover topics for ecumenism, and requested all the bishops to return to the 
basics of the Gospels, to lead the Church to adapt to the contemporary 
world in the light of pastoral effort.  In the opening mass for the second 
session of the Second Vatican Council, the successor Pope Paul VI per-
suaded the participants to become a bridge between the Church and the 
modern world, further endorsing the intention behind the Council.

The Council adjourned with 16 documents to publish, namely 4 
Constitutions, 9 Decrees and 3 Declarations.  Their contents aimed at 
changing the status of the Church and renewing its direction.

The Constitutions shifted the focus from a pyramid-shaped hierar-
chy to a Church of the people of God, and emphasized equality among 
its members with respect to fundamental mission, dignity, obligation, and 
responsibility.
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The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy set forth the conversion into 
local languages to renew the central and monoral power and expressed 
the intention to allow diversity in the forms of faith.

The call for dialogue negated the assertions that “the Church is 
the sole upholder of Truth,” “Error has no Rights”, and “obedience to 
the Church only is the highest virtue.” This negation was based on full 
respect and trust toward individuality of conscience. 

The Decree on Ecumenism renounced the previous dogmatic and 
self-indulgent posture of the Catholic Church.  It had previously demand-
ed that the other churches return to Catholicism, but the Decree clearly 
upheld the ultimate goal of ecumenical effort to recognize one another 
as parts of a fraternal ecclesial community among all divided churches, 
including the Catholic Church.

In the preface of Gaudium et Spes, the Modern World Constitution, 
the the Church’s change to a new position was clearly indicated: the 
Church was to descend from its height and to live with all the people 
down on earth.  It removed itself from its one-sided condemnation of 
guilt and sin, and instead joined the circle of benign people who struggle 
to seek joy and hope actually living in the real world, full of problems 
and difficulties. 

Closing Remarks

As long as we focus on the conventional status and posture of 
the Church, we can tell that the Second Vatican Council was a genuinely 
epoch-making event.  I would emphasize that above all, the Church was 
motivated to change itself.  This motivation drove Pope John XXIII and 
all the bishops to participate in the Council.  The real lesson for us lies 
in this motivation.

Pope John XXIII hinted to us to return to the original spirit in 
the Gospels when, for example, he referred to a quotation, “Seek first 
the kingdom of God and His justice.”  Needless to say, it is Christ in the 
Gospels to whom we must return.  Despite his godliness, Christ became 
a human servant, jumped into the human crowd to show the infinite Love 
of God, consoled people, encouraged them, warmly embraced them, and 
endeavored to stay with them.  He was most approachable, and all the 
people heavily laden with troubles could reach out to Him without any 
sense of caution, because Christ was meek and modest, never preached 
difficult dogmas, never belonged to any organization, accepted people as 
they were, and talked to them in the commoners’ language so as to reach 
their hearts.
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Imagining how Christ originally lived and imitating how He regard-
ed  people, we can immediately see that the Church had been arrogant  
and distant from the ordinary people.  Pope John XXIII and the bishops 
participating in the Second Vatican Council were driven to renew the 
Church because their minds must have been guided by the Jesus Christ 
of simplicity and the original spirit of Christianity must have given them 
courage and conviction to renew the Church.  

I am aware that the renewal of the Church has not seen much 
progress in the last fifty years.  I know there remain many tasks before 
us. Nonetheless, our most important job is to first look all the way back 
to the origin of the Good News, Jesus Christ, to deeply understand Him, 
and to face the contemporary world beyond the dogmatic and catechis-
mic limitations, explore the ways to give hope to people laden with heavy 
burdens who are trying to cope with complex difficulties in this modern 
world. 

What Do We Learn from The Second Vatican Council   ·  101
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Some Reflections  
on the Second Vatican Council 

J.N.K. MUGAMBI
University of Nairobi

Kenya

1. Introduction

The Vatican II Decree on Ecumenism opens with the following 
introductory Paragraph: 

1. The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the prin-
cipal concerns of the Second Vatican Council. Christ the Lord founded 
one Church and one Church only. However, many Christian commu-
nions present themselves to men as the true inheritors of Jesus Christ; 
all indeed profess to be followers of the Lord but differ in mind and go 
their different ways, as if Christ Himself were divided.(1) Such division 
openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes the world, and damages 
the holy cause of preaching the Gospel to every creature. But the Lord 
of Ages wisely and patiently follows out the plan of grace on our behalf, 
sinners that we are. In recent times more than ever before, He has been 
rousing divided Christians to remorse over their divisions and to a longing 
for unity. Everywhere large numbers have felt the impulse of this grace, 
and among our separated brethren also there increases from day to day 
the movement, fostered by the grace of the Holy Spirit, for the restora-
tion of unity among all Christians. This movement toward unity is called 
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"ecumenical." Those belong to it who invoke the Triune God and confess 
Jesus as Lord and Savior, doing this not merely as individuals but also 
as corporate bodies. For almost everyone regards the body in which he 
has heard the Gospel as his Church and indeed, God's Church. All how-
ever, though in different ways, long for the one visible Church of God, a 
Church truly universal and set forth into the world that the world may be 
converted to the Gospel and so be saved, to the glory of God. The Sacred 
Council gladly notes all this. It has already declared its teaching on the 
Church, and now, moved by a desire for the restoration of unity among all 
the followers of Christ, it wishes to set before all Catholics the ways and 
means by which they too can respond to this grace and to this divine call.

In this short reflection I express my recollection of the impact of 
the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II) on the development of my own 
theological consciousness. My earliest ecumenical awareness as a theolo-
gian began in 1962, the year I enrolled for high school, and the same year 
when Vatican II began. What a coincidence! The 1960s were the decade 
during which most African nations achieved sovereignty after decades 
of imperial domination by European powers. That was also the decade 
when leadership in former African colonies was handed over, rather hur-
riedly, from North Atlantic expatriates to Africans, in both church and 
government institutions. In December 1963, while Vatican II was still in 
session, the British Colony of Kenya became a sovereign Republic. The 
following year, in 1964 a Commission on Education was launched under 
the Chairmanship of Professor Simeon H. Ominde. Decrees of Vatican II 
influenced the recommendation in the Ominde Commission’s Report with 
regard to Religious Education. Denomination-oriented colonial Religious 
Instruction based on the British Education Act of 1944 would henceforth 
be replaced by an ecumenical curriculum formulated by ecumenical 
teams of experts including both foreign missionaries and Kenyan edu-
cators. The Kenya Education Act of 1968 was premised on the Ominde 
Report, and it remains the current operative law out of which education 
policy in the Republic of Kenya is derived. 

My theological studies began in 1968 at Kenyatta College, Nairobi, 
after two years of training in pedagogy at Machakos Teacher Training 
College. As a constructive outcome of Vatican II my Theology tutors were 
both Catholic and Protestant. The cooperation between those tutors was 
both challenging and anxious, exploring the practical implications of the 
Decree on Ecumenism which Vatican II had promulgated. My classmates 
at College were both ordained and lay, men and women, from the whole 
spectrum of Christian denominations, including Catholics. The mood of 
ecumenism encouraged by Vatican II permeated the whole curriculum. 
In response, we as students were hopeful that Vatican II would help to 
heal social wounds inflicted by the missionary competition and rivalry 
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which had been largely responsible for the denominationally fragmented 
Christianity in Tropical Africa, under which we had become introduced 
to conflict-ridden, paternalistic and racially prejudiced theory and prac-
tice of evangelization. I was invited into the Joint Religious Education 
(RE) Panel to participate in the Project for revising the RE Curriculum. 
Eventually, in 1972 the Joint Protestant-Catholic RE Panel requested me 
to co-author one of the textbooks with Fr. Nicodemus Kirima, who later 
became Archbishop. As a young lay Anglican theologian, this challenge 
was indicative of the spirit of ecumenism which Vatican II had inaugu-
rated. Thus I began my academic vocation within the ecumenical environ-
ment authorized by Vatican II. 

2. Collaboration between WCC and the Vatican

In 1961, the World Council of Churches (WCC) convened its 
Third Assembly in New Delhi, India, as the first such Assembly out-
side the North Atlantic. It was during the New Delhi Assembly that the 
International Missionary Council was integrated into the WCC as the 
Division of World Mission and Evangelism. This move was theologically 
significant. Until then, missionary agencies had functioned outside the 
Church structures although funded by Christians as charities. As part of 
its definition a church ought to be a missionary community. Conversely, 
a Christian missionary agency must of necessity be ecclesial. The exis-
tence of autonomous missionary agencies was an anomaly of the colonial 
era, which ended with the incorporation of the International Missionary 
Council into the WCC. Since the beginning, the Roman Catholic Church 
has kept its missionary and institutional functions integrated, so that mis-
sionary orders would always operate within the diocesan structure wher-
ever they operated anywhere in the world. Protestantism had functioned 
differently since the Reformation, with many missionary individuals and 
agencies operating without any ecclesial oversight. Vatican II facilitated 
the learning process that the WCC needed during the second phase of the 
modern ecumenical movement that began at New Delhi.

The 1960s were a turbulent decade across the whole world. This 
turbulence was echoed within ecumenical circles when in 1966 the WCC 
convened, in Geneva, the World Conference on Church and Society, focus-
ing on the role of churches in “the Social and technological revolutions” 
of the time. The Fourth WCC Assembly was at Uppsala, Sweden, in 1968, 
the same year when student uprisings rocked Europe and Civil Rights 
activism reached its peak in North America. The Uppsala Assembly chal-
lenged churches as institutions and Christians as individuals to practice 
what they preached and preach what they practiced, both denomination-
ally and ecumenically. It was this challenge that influenced the decision 

Some Reflections on the Second Vatican Council  ·  105



106  ·  

to convene the Fifth WCC Assembly at Nairobi, Kenya, in November 1975. 
I was privileged to be a member of the Local Arrangements Committee, 
assigned to the Worship Subcommittee. Vatican II opened the doors for 
collaboration between the WCC and various Pontifical agencies, under the 
Joint Working Group which had been launched in 1965 with the approval 
of both the Vatican and the WCC Central Committee. This collaboration 
was manifested in the following initiatives: 

•	SODEPAX:	 The	 Joint	 WCC-Vatican	 Committee	 on	 Society,	
Development and Peace, which began meeting in 1970 and continued 
until 1980.

•	Twelve	RC	theologians	are	full	members	of	the	Faith	and	Order	
Commission.

•	Seven	 others	 participate	 as	 consultants	 in	 the	 Commission	 on	
World Mission and Evangelism (CWME). 

•	One	 RC	 representative	 is	 on	 the	 Board	 of	 the	 Ecumenical	
Institute, Bossey. 

•	At	 least	 three	 Roman	 Catholics	 have	 worked	 on	 the	 WCC	
program staff: in Commission on World Mission and Evangelism 
(CWME), Ecumenical Institute at Bossey and in the Justice-Peace-Creation 
Programme (JPC). 

•	Various	 forms	of	contact	and	working	relationships	have	devel-
oped also between other WCC sub-units and Vatican offices, and mission-
ary societies. 

•	There	has	been	useful	and	continual	mutual	exchange	of	 infor-
mation, of newly-published documents and of staff visits.

•	Catholic	consultants	and	observers	have	participated	in	a	series	
of WCC conferences, meetings, consultations and seminars.

•	Many	member	churches	of	the	WCC	and	the	RCC	have	close	rela-
tionships on regional and national levels in taking part in the contributing 
to ecumenical organizations.

•	In	the	WCC	Working	Group	on	Climate	Change	there	have	been	
very creative and innovative Roman Catholic and Orthodox participation 
at both institutional and local levels. For example, during the UNFCCC 
annual conferences the Working Group has been hosted by ecumenical 
Committees. 

3. Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT)

In 1974 Fr. Sergio Torres visited me in Nairobi, where I was serving 
as Theology Secretary for Africa in the World Student Christian Federation 
(WSCF). His visit was concise and precise: to request for support in 
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preparations for a conference bringing together Christian theologians 
from Africa, Asia and Latin America. For this purpose he wished to solicit 
the support of both the WSCF, the All Africa Conference of Churches 
(AACC). The World Council of Churches (WCC) would be holding its 
Fifth Assembly at Nairobi in November 1975, and throughout that year 
he arranged for the conference to bring the “Third World” theologians 
together in August 1976 at Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. That first Conference 
of “Third World” Theologians yielded a memorable volume, The Emergent 
Gospel: Theology from the Underside of History. The Communique of 
that Conference is self-explanatory, showing the contextual concerns of 
theologians from three continents (Africa, Asia and Latin America) that 
had suffered domination, oppression and exploitation under imperialism 
throughout most of the twentieth century. 

For me as a young theologian it was a privilege to be an “appren-
tice” among seasoned theologians from Africa, Asia and Latin America. I 
had reservations about the use of the phrase “Third World” because of the 
negative emotive connotation it carried in international politics, media 
organs and also in church circles. The phrase “First World” meant “First 
Class”, while “Third World” meant “Third Class”. I was (and remain) criti-
cal of that connotation, because the so-called “First World” was neither 
exemplary nor worthy to be emulated. Rather the “First World” demanded 
to be obeyed, without deserving to be respected. The “Second World” 
was left out of the discourse, although some Latin American theologians 
were explicitly sympathetic to Socialism. From the perspective of Applied 
Ethics, leadership is the attribute enjoyed by a person or institution that 
deserves to be emulated because of exemplary conduct or achievement. 
At the beginning of the twenty-first century there are hardly any traits 
in the so-called “First World” that stand out as worthy of emulation by 
the so-called “Third World”. Conversely, there are countless traits that are 
damnable. 

Since 1976 the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians 
(EATWOT) has endeavored to articulate the shortcomings of “First World” 
claims to leadership, while discerning alternative perspectives from the 
marginalized and silenced sectors of Church and society in various parts 
of the world especially in Africa, Asia and Latin America. The Circle of 
Concerned African Women Theologians was one of the off-shoots of 
EATWOT, which has greatly facilitated scholarly and publication among 
interested women theologians. The national chapters of EATWOT vary 
in strength and vitality from nation to nation and from region to region.

In January 2007, during the Nairobi World Social Forum (WSF), 
Christian theologians associated with EATWOT were invited for the 
World Forum on Theology and Liberation (WFTL) as participants in the 
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Conference convened at the Carmelite Centre. This WFTL Conference 
was well attended, with many papers presented. One of the questions 
that kept recurring was how EATWOT can continue to be relevant in the 
context of “globalization”. Ecumenical cooperation is a perennial chal-
lenge of the Gospel. Yet, the context in which Christians respond to the 
Gospel varies from time to time, from place to place, and from culture 
to culture. While it is important to be contextual, relevant and practical 
in each place at each historical moment, at the same time it is essential 
to discern the essential message of the Gospel which remains valid and 
constant. Biblical hermeneutics as a theological discipline is indispens-
able for sound ecclesiological understanding of the community Jesus 
inaugurated. Since the First Council of Jerusalem (Acts 15; Galatians 2-3), 
the Catholic Church has occasionally convened Councils to deliberate 
upon matters that require doctrinal and institutional clarity. The Council 
of Nicea (325CE) became the first in the series culminating in Vatican II 
(1962-65). The challenges compounded by globalization seem to indicate 
the need for yet another Council, taking into account the experience of 
collaboration between the Vatican and the WCC for more than half a 
century.

4. Theologies of Liberation and Reconstruction

During the 1970s the theme of Liberation preoccupied the minds 
and vocations of many leading theologians in both Africa and Latin 
America. The decolonization of Africa after World War II yielded con-
stitutional sovereignty for the former colonies, but it did not guarantee 
economic and ideological self-determination. The Cold War turned Africa 
into an ideological battlefield, where the superpowers competed for alle-
giance, resources and markets. Some African territories were still under 
colonial rule, including Angola, Cape Verde, Guinea Bissau, Mozambique, 
Namibia, Rhodesia and Sao Tome. South Africa had opted out of the 
British Commonwealth and established the Apartheid Regime, in which 
the majority remained oppressed and exploited. In Latin America military 
dictatorships were more the rule than the exception. The Bretton Woods 
institutions endorsed the status quo, on the basis of the argument that 
economic development must take precedence over the self-determination 
of the majority in the various nations. Gustavo Gutierrez and other Latin 
American theologians described the situation in their region, while James 
Cone and other African-American theologians described the problem of 
racial discrimination in North America. African and Asian theologians 
also described their own contexts respectively. The liberation motif was 
dominant in all these contextual articulations of Christian Theology. 
Inculturation became a variant of the Liberation motif, even though the 
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theologians involved often avoided reference to the Exodus-related texts.

The 1990s marked a new situation, brought about by the end of 
the Cold War and the configuration of a “New World Order” dominated by 
mono-polar global politics. The Theology of Reconstruction was proposed 
as a new paradigm on the basis of which Christian theologians could 
interpret and explain the new challenges. The Christian faith always chal-
lenges believers to look forward to a better future, without losing their 
hold on the present. The present must be improved in anticipation of a 
better future both within and beyond history. Within this paradigm, social 
reconstruction is a vocation rather than a pastime; a historical preoccu-
pation rather than an eschatological one. The Documents of Vatican II 
remain a very useful source of references as we engage in this vocation 
of Reconstruction, ecumenically and globally. The ecological crisis is one 
of the greatest challenges globally, which will require ecumenical and 
inter-religious cooperation and collaboration for the present and future 
generations. Singly, neither politicians, nor civil servants, nor entrepre-
neurs, nor technologists can cope with the ecological crisis. Reversing the 
adverse impacts of global warming will be long-term, and will require all 
the spiritual and all the moral wisdom available in all Christian denomi-
nations and in all religions in cooperation, rather than in competition.

5. Conclusion

In this short Paper I have sketched the impact of Vatican II on my 
own theological development and involvement without being exhaustive 
or comprehensive. The Decree on Ecumenism made it possible for me to 
interact with Catholic hierarchy, religious and laity throughout my aca-
demic and professional vocation, locally, nationally and globally. Without 
Vatican II, this enriching interaction would have been both inconceivable 
and impossible. 
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Some Australian priests who are celebrating their jubilees round 
this time have taken to calling themselves «the Gaudium et Spes genera-
tion.» Gaudium et Spes, of course, was the name of the famous Vatican 
Council document on the Church in the Modern World. It is the Latin for 
«joy and hope». «The Gaudium et Spes generation of priests» are those 
who were ordained in the 1960’s, immediately before or shortly after the 
II Vatican Council. Gregory1 and I belong to this generation of priests.

For us the Council was a source of great joy and hope. We were 
wildly excited by it and bubbling over with hope for the future. At last 
the church was changing, catching up with the modern world - beyond 
our wildest expectations.

As priests we were able to hold our heads high. We were proud to 
be known as Catholic priests. We started to move away from the clerical-
ism and narrow-mindedness of the past. We embraced ecumenism. We 
tried to work more with the people rather than for them.

Our lives were filled with joy and hope.

But it wasn’t long before the gains of Vatican II were gradually 
reversed, one by one, slowly but surely.

The «Gaudium et Spes Generation» 

of Priests
Albert NOLAN

Johannesburg, SOUTH AFRICA

The 50 years of the Vatican II Council almost overlap with the 50 
years of priesterhood of Fr. Albert Nolan in South Africa. During his 
Jubilee celebration he took the opportunity ti give testimony of the deep 
feelings of a whole generation of catholic priests in the world.

1 Gregory Brooke, Dominican brother of Albert Nolan, ordained in the same day. 
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It began with Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae which banned 
the contraceptive pill. What a blow!  What a disappointment that was! 
But we carried on.

One of the most important decisions of the Council had been 
what is called “Collegiality”, that is to say, that the Pope and the Bishops 
together would henceforth govern the Church.

This decision was never implemented. We went right back to the 
hierarchical church of the past where everything is decided by the Pope 
and the Curia in Rome who consolidated their power by appointing, in 
some parts of the world, more and more conservative Bishops.

Those of you who may never have experienced the pre-Vatican 
Latin liturgy would hardly be able to imagine our excitement at the 
changes that were made at the time – especially Mass in English and 
other vernacular languages and Mass with a participating congregation. 
But now some of the very exciting liturgical changes of Vatican II are 
also being subtly reversed to satisfy those who never wanted to change 
anyway.

We were supposed to become the People of God open to dialogue 
with the world. We started to do that. But gradually the Institutional 
Church withdrew from dialogue, and theologians with new ideas were 
censored and silenced.

The freedom of Vatican II has now been replaced by control – more 
and more control.

This has been the history of the last 50 years as far as the 
Institutional Church is concerned. On the face of it, it appears to be a 
very sad story of regression. But it is not the whole story.

Below the surface, amongst the laity and amongst many religious - 
especially sisters, as also among a good number of priests, there has been 
a remarkable spiritual and intellectual renewal.

Even some who have left the Church, or no longer go to Mass, are 
experiencing a deep hunger for spirituality. And that is why the spiritual 
books of today are a thousand times better and more profound than those 
of the pre-Vatican centuries. Christians are now reading the mystics, and 
practicing meditation and contemplative prayer - as never before. And not 
only religious and priests but also the laity - especially the laity.

Added to this we have today a much deeper understanding of 
Scripture, especially the gospels and therefore of Jesus himself. Nor is 
this true only of Scripture scholars. Very ordinary Catholics have a much 
better appreciation of the Bible than before. 
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What is more, the spiritual and intellectual renewal of today 
includes a strong emphasis on social justice -  and environmental jus-
tice too. More and more Christians around the world now recognise the 
importance of work for justice, peace and the integrity of creation.

Here (below and beyond the outward visible structures of the 
Church) is where the real change is happening. This is where the future 
is being born.

From 1962 to 1965 the II Vatican Council sowed seeds of renewal 
far and wide, like the sower in the parable - within the Church and 
beyond the Church. Some of these seeds fell on hard ground, some 
landed on the rocks, and some among thorns. But others fell on good 
soil. And now in a quiet and mostly hidden way these seeds are yielding 
a harvest of thirty, sixty and hundredfold.

In a small way, over the last 50 years, Gregory and I have had 
the privilege of sowing some of these seeds of spiritual and intellectual 
renewal. For that we are extremely grateful to God and to all who sowed 
the seeds in us, even before the II Vatican Council.

This is the privilege we would like to celebrate today with 50 years 
of priestly ministry: the privilege of sowing a few seeds. And it is for this 
reason that we remain the generation of joy and hope - of Gaudium et 
Spes.

The «Gaudium et Spes Generation» of Priests  ·  113
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Thanks To Be God 
and to the Vatican Council!

Jorge PIXLEY
Claremont, California, USA

Managua, Nicaragua

It has been 50 years since the ecumenical council called by John 
XXIII, known as the Second Vatican Council. It is time to assess its impact 
on the life of the Church. Let me begin by speaking of my perspective: 

I grew up in Managua, Nicaragua, the son of a medical doctor and a 
nurse who between them directed the Baptist hospital. I did my schooling 
in a local Baptist school. Thus I was an “evangélico” who felt persecuted 
by Catholics. We doubted that Catholics were truly part of God’s people.

In our high school there were some Catholic kids whom we toler-
ated in a similar way as we tolerated the three Muslim kids.

The Pope felt that the time was ripe for the Catholic Church to 
open its windows to the breezes of modernity. The stale air of the church 
needed to be renovated by all of the novelties of modern thinking. 

This was something we celebrated, and we were sure the Pope was 
right. We can testify to the surprising openness of the Church to dialogue 
of various sorts with Protestants of various sorts. We learned that the 
Catholics had a rich tradition from which all Christians had much to learn. 
The documents of Vatican II call for all Christians to study the Bible for 
themselves. This gave Episcopal support for many groups that Sprang up 
across Latin America, especially in Brazil. 
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These were most important in a Church of believers not yet accus-
tomed to reading the Bible for themselves. Thanks be to God for this 
strengthening of his Church! 

Another important measure was the introduction language of the 
people in place of Latin for the Mass, suddenly making it understandable. 
This meant that the Mass became the Word of God, understandable to 
the people. Up until now we have dealt with changes within the Catholic 
church, and these were of course the most notable, and of course these 
were most important. 

But this was by no means all. The effects on the Protestant church-
es were also notable! The sudden openness of the Catholics in itself a 
new measure of considerable effect! We suddenly discovered the richness 
of this ancient church. And then there were the deliberate measures of 
openness. 

Perhaps for us the most notable was the importance of the incarna-
tion. This was no longer just a distant doctrine, but a part of worship as in 
the eating of the host, where God became something we could eat! This 
was something new for us. A new and different part of worship.

It is impossible to summarize the impact of Vatican II on the life 
of the church, Catholic and Protestant. Perhaps most importantly realized 
that in a profound sense we finally realize that we are one, one in many 
previously unsuspected ways. 

Thanks be to God and to the Vatican Council!
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Vatican II, 
a Council so Necessary 

as Radically Insufficient
José Amando ROBLES

Heredia, Costa Rica

While the central authority of the Catholic Church is trying to 
go back in time by restoring the Church to its state prior to Vatican II, 
there is a pressing need, fifty years after the inauguration of the Council 
(1962-2012), to reclaim its spirit and text. But such an effort would be 
profoundly insufficient, as have been the Vatican II, the tridentine Church, 
which practically lasted until the Council, and Christianity itself since 
almost its beginning.

It is in this regard that Marcel Legaut's critical position towards the 
Ecumenical Council as well as towards Christianity in general must be 
known and taken into account. Although it is extremely important and 
necessary, Legaut's position is virtually unknown due to the silence from 
the professional theology: institutional and non-institutional. For both, 
Marcel Légaut's criticism was and is politically incorrect, if not unaccept-
able. But perhaps no other criticism is as politically correct and pertinent. 
In this short article we want to evoke and call the attention to his pro-
posal.

A much-needed Council

Lay Catholic, culturally modern, disciple of the "modernists", not in 
the the strict sense but in a much broader sense, Marcel Légaut (1900-
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1990), was at a privileged position ecclesiastically and historically to per-
ceive the need for renewal in the Catholic Church and to identify himself 
with this need. The gap between the Church and modernity was soon a 
throbbing experience for him. 

Legaut viewed the Council as a historical necessity, and despite 
his own criticism, he endorsed it in all its renewal aspects: the pastoral 
nature, the liturgical reform, the valuing of the laity, the collegiality as a 
form of government, the ecumenism, the religious freedom, the encoun-
ter and dialogue with other religions, the openness to the modern world 
... All of these were in themselves valuable and necessary steps so that 
one day Christianity can be discovered for what it is: a proposal for spiri-
tuality, a path to reach human fulfillment. Such a discovery is impossible 
without those steps. 

The removal of topics off the agenda during the Council as well 
as during Paul VI, the lack of freedom to criticize, and the fear, were all 
factors that made Légaut feel deeply hurt. These actions would begin 
to translate into unequivocal signs of turning back and restoration with 
John Paul II in the eighties, and Cardinal Ratzinger at the head of the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Such was the attempt in 1988 
to restore to the Church the followers of Archbishop Lefebvre and its 
obvious compromise. Légaut would denounce this shift of the Church 
in his famous manifesto "Un catholique à son Église" (A Catholic to its 
Church) published in Le Monde (21 April 1989), and that he himself calls 
a "call to the world" so bad he considers the facts that he was denounc-
ing. His work which appeared in 1988, Un homme de foi et son Église, was 
born in this context and in part, denounces this situation. 

The doctrinal restoration that identified John Paul II’s papacy, 
which constitutes the main goal during Benedict XVI’s, and which threat-
ens the Vatican II Council as an effort for renewal and change, had to be 
denounced by claiming the spirit of the Council. So did Légaut.

But not deep enough

Perhaps not from a historical point of view, since the Council was 
the best that the church could have achieved at that point. It was not 
prepared to go beyond its achievements. But through the Council, the 
Church was left in a state of aggiornamento, a state of updatedness in 
regards to the meaning of change. Such is Marcel Légaut's overall assess-
ment of the Vatican II.

While acknowledging that after Vatican II the Church changed 
more in its teaching and behavior than during the past centuries, in 
regards to the Council’s achievements Légaut judges these as insufficient 
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or of little importance. As early as 1966, barely a year after the Council 
ended, he warned in a talk to a group of friends: "As much as things 
change, for example, the liturgy, if we think about the essential problem, 
we find that these changes are small trifles. I am sorry to say this, but at 
this point, the Council has been a nullity1."

‘Trifles”, "a nullity", may be considered spontaneous expressions, 
lacking rigor, typical of a talk. Although the talk was about the work he 
was writing for years, L’accomplissement humain 2, his most important 
work, with content and valuations well thought and elaborated. Such 
would be his judgment some twenty years later as expressed in Un homme 
de foi et son Église 3. Not just a talk, this work first appeared in French in 
1985, and this point of view underlies all his writings during the years of 
the Council and afterwards such as Introduction à l'intelligence du passé 
et de l'avenir du christianisme (1970), Mutation de l'Église et conversion 
personnelle (1975), and Croire à l’Église de l’avenir (1985), especially in 
its preface, entitled The situation of the Church following the Council.".

In a way that might sound categorical, in the authoritative sense, 
or lacking ground, but which is not the case since it is not his style, in 
Un homme de foi et son Église Légaut asks: "The Church, has it changed? 
I do not think that Vatican II changed nothing important in the Roman 
Church, although that could have been the impression in the time imme-
diately after the Council”4. Three pages later he reaffirms: "No. Nothing 
has really changed in the Catholic Church today." Although through such 
expression he seems to address particularly the church’s hierarchy5 .

1 "Voy a hablaros un poco de mi libro aún en gestación ..." (Les Granges, 1966), «Cuadernos 
de la Diáspora» nº. 17 (May-November 2005), p. 18-19.

2 L’accomplissement L'humain. This is how it was entitled to be a single work, his main work, in 
two volumes and then appeared as two works and, for business reasons of the publisher 
who agreed to publish it (Éditions Aubier), in reverse order than expected and wanted 
by Légaut first Introduction à l'intelligence du passé et de l'avenir du christianisme 
(Aubier 1970), and then L'homme à la recherche de son humanité (Aubier 1971). Both 
were translated into Spanish: El hombre en busca de su humanidad (El cumplimiento 
humano, I), Asociación Marcel Légaut, 2nd revised edition, Madrid 2001, and Reflexión 
sobre el pasado y porvenir del cristianismo (El cumplimiento humano, II) Asociación, 
Marcel Légaut, Madrid 1999, along with Croire en l’Église de l’avenir, Aubier, París 1985 
(Spanish translation, Creer en la Iglesia del futuro, Sal Terrae, Santander 1988), which, 
along with the previous completes the Spanish translation of Introduction à lìntelligence 
du passé et de l'avenir du christianisme. For a short while Légaut considered Mutation 
de l'Église et conversión personnelle as the third volume, but then changed his mind and 
this appeared as a separate work (Aubier, Paris 1975).

3 Spanish translation, «Cuadernos de la Diáspora» nº. 22 (mayo-diciembre 2010). Un hombre 
de fe y su Iglesia, Légaut's last book published while alive (1985).

4 P. 69 Emphasis added
5 P.73 Emphasis added
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The Council did not represent the needed spiritual change because 
that wasn´t even envisioned. The main objective was to update the 
doctrine, the pastoral work, and the Church as a religious institution; a 
more cerebral and emotional goal than what is commonly thought. But 
it didn't address the spiritual life of the Church and each of its members. 
In this way, Christianity, while renewed and updated, remained the same: 
a Christianity of religion, a Christianity of a doctrinal nature, “Judaizing” 
as Légaut would repeatedly point out, ritual and moral. Hence the severe 
shortage of the Council.

In the best case, the Council, through its documents and decisions, 
might have taken the preliminary steps in order for the Church to reach 
an understanding of itself, the world and the current culture, the human 
essence, the type of human being that Jesus of Nazareth was, who gave 
birth to the Church and which should have become, in this process, testi-
mony and proposal to reach the human fulfillment. Only partially did the 
Council meant those steps. It had not been called to do so, nor did the 
process or conditions that followed allow for that.

Marcel Légaut’s vision and critical position

First of all, the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council shares the same 
limitations and shortcomings with those of Christianity throughout its 
existence, almost from its inception. 

"Twenty centuries of crisis”, “since the beginning of the Christian 
era", "Christians hardly ever followed this path", "for twenty centuries, the 
interpretation of the Scriptures was wrong", "the Church has barely begun 
the evangelization of the world "... Those are all very eloquent expres-
sions from Marcel Légaut when referring to the Church’s limitations and 
shortcomings, their depth and manifestations.

Indeed, for Légaut, the serious problem began very early, almost 
with the first generation of Christians. Despite the human quality of the 
first disciples who followed by themselves the Jesus experience, but to 
transmit this experience they did it from the cultural and religious context 
that was theirs and leaning on Jesus, the Jew, supported in turn in a cul-
tural and anthropological framework, as is common in all religions. Both 
frameworks ill-suited to the uniqueness of the experience they wanted to 
communicate both full of truths and beliefs. Hence the temptation, con-
venience in their case, to use Christologies, doctrinal formulations, which 
soon became confessions of faith if not already were. There, for Legaut, 
underlies the problem: when the Jesus they had known experientially 
began to be transmitted in terms of theory, doctrine and catechism, that 
is, in terms of a necessary faith that had to be accepted. And the problem 
continued, without interruption, with doctrinal developments like Paul´s 
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who can file a cosmic Christ practically without referring to the human 
Jesus. Therefore, in contrast to Paul then and Teilhard de Chardin in 
the twentieth century, Legaut says that Christ is "pre-synoptic" a human 
Christ, in effect prior to the Christologies of the Synoptic Gospels. 

A Christ unknown in his humanity, sublime as could be, remains 
theoretical, and from the human fulfillment perspective, theory is the 
very opposite of this. Because this theoretical "completion" replaces and 
moves to this level which could otherwise be true existential and practi-
cal realization. Hence the difference between existential knowledge or 
experience versus doctrine and theoretical knowledge have augmented 
along the twenty centuries of Christianity to this day.

Légaut’s proposal

We have pointed out Marcel Légaut criticism of the Second Vatican 
Council and the Christian vision and standpoint from which he does it. 
But, despite some elements have already been put forward, what is his 
proposal? 

Légaut’s proposal can be summarized in one sentence: As a Church 
today, or rather, Churches, embracing all, do what has not been done in 
twenty centuries by breaking down this task into the following five areas:

To nurture the human deepening and accompany the human being 
in his journey

Without human fulfillment, a human spirituality worthy of that 
name is not possible. Therefore the Church, as a community and institu-
tion6, must, at the risk of failing in its own mission if otherwise, nurture 
this human fulfillment among its members on a daily basis, raise it among 
its members and all those who listen to it, and accompany this fulfill-
ment. But the Church has failed badly to accompany the people in this 
journey. “The failure to nurture this human fulfillment has been a severe 
deficiency of the Church for centuries." So reads a headline from Legaut's 
Mutation de l’Église et conversión personnelle 7. And Légaut writes under 
it: "This need has never been particularly assured by the Church. The 
Church has never diligently nurtured among its members the interiority 
without which this fulfillment would not be possible.”8 This accusation 
that reassures that the Church has failed in its essential mission is very 
serious, but it is real.

6 Reiteration of what expressed in note 16 
7 P. 49
8 Id.

Vatican II, a Council so Necessary as Radically Insufficient  ·  121



122  ·  

Recovering the human dimension of Jesus

A Jesus unknown in his humanity is, in what pertains to the spiri-
tuality, a mental and emotional reality more than anything else and as 
such, because it appears as based on believes and divine, supernaturally 
extrapolated, and humanly unattainable, prevents this experience of spiri-
tuality from happening. Hence its severity. And this is the Jesus that the 
Church has known and presented during most of its existence, the Jesus 
of faith, divine, His human nature only apparent (Docetism).

This is what happens when in order to know Jesus Christ one 
departs from “the Christ of faith”. Similarly when departing from the 
"Jesus of history", as if History could convey the spiritual and inexpress-
ible in Him. Only knowing Him in his humanity, as did his first followers 
and, hopefully, even better than them, is how you can get to know who 
Jesus really was and continue to inspire the men and women today.

Critical understanding of its history as Church and tradition

Given the spiritual distortion experienced by Christianity since 
very early, almost from its inception, a critical understanding of this his-
tory and the acknowledgement of our own history is essential today in 
order to become Christian men and women fully human, fully realized. 
The opposite would mean to accept the inherited moral and doctrinal 
Christianity, perceived dogmatic and providential, as the work of the 
Spirit and to continue transmitting it as so, without questioning or chal-
lenging its updating and renewal from time to time, which would be a 
radically insufficient vision to become full and total human beings.

To learn more about the current era as a time of crisis and search 
for human fulfillment

This is a primary necessity. Without it there is no spirituality as 
meaning or becoming a full human existence. Rather, what is proposed as 
such is a theory, a doctrine, - ideology in Légaut's terms – that is looking 
for its acceptance and internalization, a life always according to external 
rules, as opposite to a life that evolves from its deepest level, as a cre-
ation. A spirituality without the comprehensive knowledge of our time, 
human, social, cultural, and deep, that is, spiritual, is a contradiction in 
terms, and as such is impossible. The argument that, even anachronistic, 
it is always spiritual, is not valid. An anachronistic spirituality is always 
abstract, theoretical, ideological, and as such, not spiritual. A spirituality 
is only true when the daughter of its time, or as advancement of the next. 
Not when anachronistic, or belonging to the past.
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Mutation of the Church and personal conversion 9

Each of the preceding tasks responds to a specific challenge. 
Mutation of the Church, too. If the failure of the Church comes from the 
onset, and in this sense is structural and almost inborn, no matter how 
deep and radical, it is not through a reform that this challenge can be 
met, but only through a mutation, a total change in the nature and func-
tion of the Church, in its deepest being and doing. That will deem the 
Church unrecognizable from its own historical self. Such is the caliber 
of the change, or rather transformation, which the Church must endure!

The Church must arise by mutation, it has to be totally different: a 
community of men and women human, and therefore spiritual as Jesus, 
calling as He did to arouse the deepest dimension that is in every human 
being, and accompany him on his achievement. It shouldn't be a reli-
gious institution that, by definition, can only view the human being as a 
believer (uncritical follower) and to accompany him in those same terms, 
advancing a doctrine and morale, without putting in doubt his spiritual 
background. And for that the Church must undergo a mutation, which 
must signify its "second birth".

9 Legaut will state his proposal in the book, Mutation de l’Église et conversión personnelle, 
Aubier, París 1975.
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Vaticano II: 
un Concilio tan necesario 

cuanto radicalmente insuficiente
José Amando ROBLES

Heredia, Costa Rica

Al estar imponiéndose por parte de la autoridad central de la 
Iglesia Católica una interpretación en línea restauracionista del Concilio 
Ecuménico Vaticano II, se comprende que reivindicar hoy, a los cincuenta 
años de su inauguración (1962-2012), espíritu y textos del mismo es una 
necesidad, y así hay que hacerlo. Pero quedarse ahí no basta, sería, es, 
profundamente insuficiente, como lo fue el propio Concilio, la Iglesia 
tridentina, que fue la que prácticamente llegó hasta el Vaticano II, y el 
cristianismo mismo desde casi sus comienzos.

A este respecto la posición crítica de Marcel Légaut frente al 
Concilio Ecuménico Vaticano II, así como frente al cristianismo en gene-
ral, debe ser conocida y tenida en cuenta. Porque es sumamente impor-
tante, nosotros diríamos necesaria, y sin embargo prácticamente descono-
cida, víctima del silencio al que la ha condenado la teología profesional, 
institucional y no institucional. Se diría que tanto para unos como para 
otros la crítica de Marcel Légaut fue y es políticamente incorrecta, por no 
decir inaceptable. Sin embargo quizás no haya otra critica políticamente 
más correcta y pertinente. En este breve artículo queremos evocarla y 
llamar la atención sobre ella.
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Un Concilio sumamente necesario

Marcel Légaut (1900-1990), laico católico, culturalmente moderno 
y discípulo, en un sentido amplio y no tanto, de “modernistas”, no podía 
estar eclesial e históricamente mejor ubicado para percibir la necesidad 
de la renovación en la Iglesia Católica e identificarse con ella. La brecha 
existente entre Iglesia y modernidad fue muy pronto una experiencia 
lacerante en él. 

Tenía razones nuestro autor para ver el Concilio como una nece-
sidad histórica, y por ello es que, aun siendo crítico del mismo, lo avaló 
en todo lo que tuvo de renovador: su naturaleza pastoral, reforma de la 
liturgia, valoración del laicado, colegialidad como forma de gobierno, 
ecumenismo, libertad religiosa, encuentro y diálogo con las otras religio-
nes, apertura al mundo moderno… Todos ellos eran pasos valiosos en sí 
mismos, y necesarios para que un día el cristianismo se pueda descubrir 
como lo que es, propuesta y camino de realización humana plena, de 
espiritualidad. Sin aquellos pasos, imposible que se dé este descubri-
miento.

Por ello le dolió profundamente cuando durante el mismo Concilio 
y bajo Pablo VI comenzó la sustracción de temas a la competencia del 
Concilio, la falta de libertad, pues, para ser críticos, y el miedo; reacciones 
todas ellas que, en los ochenta, con Juan Pablo II y el entonces cardenal 
Ratzinger al frente de la Congregación para la Doctrina de la Fe, comen-
zarían a traducirse en signos inequívocos de vuelta atrás y restauración, 
como fue el intento en 1988 de reintegrar en la Iglesia a los seguidores 
de Monseñor Lefebvre, haciendo obviamente concesiones. Este viraje de 
la Iglesia lo denunciaría Légaut en el famoso manifiesto Un catholique à 
son Église publicado en Le Monde (21 de abril de 1989), y que él mismo 
califica de “llamado al mundo”, tan grave considera el hecho que denun-
cia. Su obra aparecida en 1988, Un hombre de fe y su Iglesia, nace en este 
contexto y en parte es denuncia de él.

El restauracionismo doctrinal que significó el pontificado de Juan 
Pablo II, programa ahora de gobierno de Benedicto XVI, ponía en peligro 
el Concilio Ecuménico Vaticano como esfuerzo renovador y de cambio, y 
así había que denunciarlo reivindicando el Concilio. Y Légaut así lo hizo.

Pero profundamente insuficiente

No tanto desde un punto de vista histórico. Porque quizás eso fue 
lo máximo que en ese momento se pudo alcanzar. La Iglesia no estaba 
preparada para más. Pero sí desde el Concilio en sí mismo considerado. 
Ya que, en el mejor de los casos, quedó en aggiornamento o puesta al 
día lo que tenía que haber sido y significado una mutación. Tal es la 
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valoración que de manera global le merece a Marcel Légaut el Concilio 
Ecuménico Vaticano II.

Aún reconociendo que después del Vaticano II la Iglesia ha cam-
biado más en su manera de enseñar y de comportarse que durante los 
siglos pasados, él declarará que el Concilio ha cambiado bien poco o 
lo que cambió fueron cosas de poca importancia. Así lo advertía ya en 
1966, apenas un año después de clausurado el Concilio, en una charla 
a un grupo de amigos: «Por más que cambien las cosas —por ejemplo, 
la liturgia—, si pensamos en el problema esencial, constatamos que se 
trata de cambios en pequeñas nimiedades. Lamento decirlo pero, en este 
punto, el Concilio ha resultado una nulidad.» 1 

«Pequeñas nimiedades», «una nulidad», podrán considerarse expre-
siones espontáneas, faltas de rigor, propias de una charla. Aunque la 
charla era sobre la obra que estaba escribiendo desde hace años, El 
cumplimiento humano 2, su obra más importante, de contenidos y con 
valoraciones muy pensadas y reflexionadas. Pero este es el juicio que 
mantendrá veintitantos años después en una obra, ya no en una charla, 
Hombre de fe y su Iglesia, aparecida por primera vez en francés en 1985 , 
juicio que subyace a todas sus obras escritas durante los años del Concilio 
y después, como Introduction à l’intelligence du passé et de l’avenir 
du christianisme (1970), Mutation de l’Église et conversión personnelle 
(1975) y Creer en la Iglesia del futuro (1985)3, sobre todo su prefacio, 
titulado “La situación de la Iglesia en el postconcilio”.

En Hombre de fe y su Iglesia dirá, de una manera que puede sonar 
categórica, en el sentido de autoritaria o no fundada, pero que no lo es, 
porque no es su estilo, ni el del capítulo (II) en el que lo expresa, titulado 

1 “Voy a hablaros un poco de mi libro, aún en gestación…” (Les Granges, 1966), Cuadernos 
de la Diáspora nº. 17 (mayo-noviembre 2005), pp. 18-19.

2 L’accomplissement humain. Así es como tituló lo que iba a ser una sola obra, su obra princi-
pal, en dos tomos y que luego aparecieron como dos obras y, por razones comerciales 
de la editorial que aceptó publicarla (Éditions Aubier), en orden inverso al previsto 
y querido por Légaut, primero Introduction à l’intelligence du passé et de l’avenir du 
christianisme (Aubier 1970), y luego L’homme à la recherche de son humanité (Aubier 
1971). De las dos hay traducción al castellano: El hombre en busca de su humanidad 
(El cumplimiento humano, I), Asociación Marcel Légaut, 2ª edición revisada, Madrid 
2001, y Reflexión sobre el pasado y porvenir del cristianismo (El cumplimiento humano, 
II), Asociación Marcel Légaut, Madrid 1999, junto con Creer en la Iglesia del futuro, Sal 
Terrae, Santander 1988, que con la anterior completa la traducción al castellano de 
Introduction à lìntelligence du passé et de l’avenir du christianisme. Por un breve tiempo 
el propio Légaut consideró Mutation de l’Église et conversión personnelle el III tomo de 
L’accomplissement humain, pero luego cambió de opinión y apareció como obra aparte 
(Aubier, París 1975).

3 Traducción al castellano, Cuadernos de la Diáspora nº. 22 (mayo-diciembre 2010). Un hom-
bre de fe y su Iglesia fue el último libro de Légaut publicado en vida (1985).
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“La Iglesia, ¿ha cambiado?”: «No creo que el Vaticano II cambiara nada 
importante en la Iglesia romana aunque, en el tiempo inmediatamente 
posterior al Concilio, pudo dar la impresión de que sí.» 4. Y así lo reiterará 
tres páginas más adelante: «No. Nada ha cambiado realmente en la Iglesia 
católica actual». Aunque cuando se expresa así pareciera estar pensando 
sobre todo en la jerarquía eclesiástica.5 

El Concilio no pudo significar el cambio espiritual que se necesita-
ba, porque ni siquiera lo vislumbraba. El objetivo principal era la actua-
lización, de la doctrina, de la pastoral y de la Iglesia como institución 
religiosa, un objetivo más cerebral y afectivo de lo que normalmente se 
piensa, pero no la vida espiritual de la Iglesia en sí, de cada uno de sus 
miembros. De esta manera, el cristianismo, incluso renovado y actualiza-
do, siguió siendo el de siempre, un cristianismo religión, un cristianismo 
de naturaleza doctrinal, «judaizante», dirá reiteradamente Légaut, ritual y 
moral. De ahí la grave insuficiencia del Concilio.

En el mejor de los casos, el Concilio, con sus documentos y sus 
decisiones, pudo significar pasos previos que la Iglesia necesariamente 
tiene que dar en la comprensión del mundo y cultura actuales, del ser 
humano y de sí misma, del tipo de ser humano Jesús de Nazaret, que le 
dio origen, en el proceso que le debiera llevar a convertirse en testimonio 
y propuesta de plenitud humana. Pero solo en parte el Concilio significó 
esos pasos. No pudo ser ni significar más. No había sido convocado para 
ello ni el proceso que siguió y la gestión que se fue dando lo permitía.

Visión y posición crítica de Marcel Légaut.

Lo primero que hay que decir es que las limitaciones y carencias 
del Concilio Ecuménico Vaticano II no son exclusivas de él como aconte-
cimiento histórico, son las propias del cristianismo a lo largo de toda su 
existencia, prácticamente desde sus orígenes.

Veinte siglos de crisis», «desde el comienzo de la era cristiana», 
«los cristianos apenas siguieron este camino alguna vez», «durante veinte 
siglos la lectura de las Escrituras estuvo en falso», «la Iglesia apenas si ha 
comenzado la evangelización del mundo»…, son expresiones todas ellas 
muy elocuentes, literales de Marcel Légaut, refiriéndose a esas limitacio-
nes y carencias, a la profundidad de las mismas y a sus manifestaciones.

En efecto, para Légaut el problema grave comenzó muy pronto, 
prácticamente con la primera generación cristiana, desde los propios 
primeros discípulos que, a pesar de la gran calidad humana, de la que 

4 P. 69. Énfasis del autor.
5 P. 73. Énfasis del autor.
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dieron prueba al llegar a vivir en sí mismos la experiencia que hizo Jesús, 
al trasmitirla tuvieron que hacerlo a partir del marco cultural religioso 
que era el suyo y apoyándose en él, el judío, apoyado a su vez este en 
un marco cultural y antropológico, como es común en todas las religio-
nes. Ambos marcos poco adaptados a la originalidad de la experiencia 
que querían comunicar y ambos llenos de verdades creencias. De ahí la 
tentación-conveniencia en su caso de utilizar cristologías, formulaciones 
doctrinales, que muy pronto se hicieron confesiones de fe si no es que 
ya lo eran. Ahí comenzó para Légaut el problema, cuando el Jesús que 
experiencialmente ellos habían conocido comenzó a ser trasmitido en 
términos teóricos, de doctrina y catequesis, esto es, en términos de una 
fe necesaria y que había que aceptar. Y el problema siguió, sin solución 
de continuidad, con desarrollos doctrinales como el de Pablo, que puede 
presentar un Cristo cósmico sin necesidad prácticamente de referirse al 
Jesús humano. Por ello, en contraste con Pablo entonces y con Teilhard 
de Chardin en el siglo XX, dirá que su Cristo es «presinóptico», un Cristo 
humano, anterior en efecto a las cristologías de los Evangelios Sinópticos.

Un Cristo no conocido en su humanidad, por sublime que sea, es 
teórico, y, a efectos de realización humana, lo teórico es lo más opuesto 
a esta. Porque con su “realización” teórica sustituye y desplaza hacia este 
nivel lo que solo puede ser realización verdadera, existencial y práctica. 
De ahí que la desviación entre experiencia o conocimiento existencial y 
doctrina o conocimiento teórico haya ido a más a lo largo de los veintiún 
siglos de cristianismo, hasta nuestros días. 

Propuesta de Légaut

Hemos evocado la crítica que Marcel Légaut hace al Concilio 
Ecuménico Vaticano II, así como la visión y posición cristiana desde 
la que la hace. ¿Cuál es su propuesta, aunque algunos elementos de la 
misma ya han ido saliendo?

La podríamos resumir en una frase: hacer como Iglesia o, mejor, 
Iglesias, abarcando a todas, hoy lo que no se ha hecho en veinte siglos. 
Y desagregar, para su abordaje, este hacer en las cinco necesidades y 
tareas siguientes.

Cultivar la profundización humana y acompañar en ella al ser 
humano

Sin profundización humana, no es posible una espiritualidad 
humana digna de este nombre. Por ello la Iglesia como comunidad e 
institución6, so pena de faltar a su misión, tiene que cultivar esta profun-

6 Reiteramos lo expresado en la nota 16.
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dización humana como quehacer cotidiano, suscitarla en sus miembros 
y en todos los seres humanos que la escuchan, y acompañarla, cosa que 
la Iglesia no ha hecho y a la que ha faltado gravemente. «Una deficiencia 
grave de la Iglesia después de siglos: haber dejado de cultivar la profun-
dización humana». Así reza un epígrafe de la obra Mutation de l’Église et 
conversión personnelle 7. Y bajo él escribe Légaut: «Esta necesidad nunca 
ha sido particularmente afirmada en la Iglesia. Nunca ha cultivado con 
aplicación en sus miembros la interioridad sin la cual esta profundización 
es imposible»8. La acusación es bien grave, al afirmar y reiterar que la 
Iglesia ha fallado en algo esencial en su misión, pero es real.

Recuperar la dimensión humana de Jesús

Un Jesús no conocido en su humanidad, es una realidad más cere-
bral y afectiva que otra cosa de cara a la espiritualidad, y que como tal 
no la permite, aunque lo parezca, porque se presenta como creencial y 
divina, pero por ello mismo, sobrenaturalmente extrapolada y humana-
mente inasequible. De ahí su gravedad. Y este es el Jesús que la Iglesia 
ha conocido y presentado durante prácticamente toda su existencia, el 
Jesús de la fe, divino, en el que lo humano fue apariencia (docetismo).

Tal es lo que pasa cuando para conocer a Jesús se parte del ¨Cristo 
de la fe”. Pero igualmente sucede cuando se parte del “Jesús de la histo-
ria”, como si ésta pudiera captar y reflejar lo que en él hubo de espiritual, 
de inexpresable. Sólo conociéndolo en su humanidad, como lo conocie-
ron sus primeros seguidores y, ojalá, incluso mejor que ellos, es como se 
puede conocer lo que Jesús realmente fue y sigue resultando inspirador 
para los hombres y mujeres de hoy. 

Conocer críticamente su historia como Iglesia y tradición 

Dada la distorsión espiritual experimentada por el cristianismo 
desde muy temprano, casi desde sus orígenes, conocer críticamente esta 
historia y asumir la propia historia así conocida, es fundamental para 
poder ser hoy hombres y mujeres cristianos plenamente humanos, plena-
mente realizados. Lo contrario es dar por bueno el cristianismo doctrinal 
y moral heredado al percibirlo como dogmático y providencial, obra del 
Espíritu, y seguir trasmitiéndolo así, sin más preguntas ni cuestionamien-
tos que los que refieren a su actualización y renovación, y esto de tiempo 
en tiempo, lo cual es radicalmente insuficiente de cara a ser plenos y 
totales.

7 P. 49.
8 Id.
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Conocer en profundidad la época actual como época de crisis y de 
búsqueda de la realización humana 

Esta es una necesidad de primer orden. Sin ella no hay espirituali-
dad que signifique o sea un existir humano pleno. Al contrario, lo que se 
propone como tal es una teoría, una doctrina —ideología, en términos de 
Légaut— que lo que busca es su aceptación e internalización; una vida de 
acuerdo a normas siempre externas, no la vida desarrollándose a partir 
de su dimensión más profunda, como una creación. Una espiritualidad 
sin el conocimiento integral, humano, social, cultural, y profundo, esto es, 
espiritual, de la propia época, es una contradictio in terminis, y como tal, 
es imposible. El argumento de que, aunque sea anacrónica, siempre será 
espiritual, no vale. Una espiritualidad anacrónica es siempre abstracta, 
teórica, ideológica, y como tal, no es espiritual. Una espiritualidad solo 
es verdadera si es hija de su tiempo o avance y adelanto del que viene, 
no si es anacrónica, en el sentido de pasada.

Mutación de la Iglesia y conversión personal 9

Cada tarea anterior responde, por así decir, a un reto específico. 
La mutación de la Iglesia, también. Si la falla de la Iglesia viene desde 
un comienzo, y en este sentido es estructural y casi congénita, no es una 
reforma lo que puede superarla, por profunda y radical que sea, sino 
una mutación, un cambio total en la naturaleza y función de la Iglesia, 
en su ser y quehacer más profundo, que no le va a permitir reconocerse 
en lo que históricamente ha sido. ¡Tal es el calibre del cambio o, mejor, 
transformación, que la Iglesia tiene que sufrir! 

La Iglesia que tiene que surgir de la mutación tiene que ser total-
mente diferente: una comunidad de hombres y mujeres humanos y, por 
tanto, espirituales al estilo de Jesús, llamada como él a suscitar la dimen-
sión más profunda que hay en todo ser humano y acompañarle en su 
realización; no una institución religiosa que, por definición, solo puede 
ver al ser humano en términos creenciales y acompañarlo en esos mismos 
términos, proponiéndole una doctrina y una moral, sin sospechar nunca 
de su fondo espiritual. Y para ello la Iglesia tiene que sufrir una mutación, 
que debe significar para ella un «segundo nacimiento».

9 A esta propuesta dedicará Légaut su obra del mismo título, Mutation de l’Église et conver-
sión personnelle, Aubier, París 1975.
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The Post-Vatican II era witnessed to an openness which could have 
been felt only by those who lived by the rules prompted by Pre-Vatican 
II theology. The Post-Vatican II generation was born into the new world 
and had no direct experience of the Pre-Vatican II practice. Ecumenical 
relations and interreligious relations began to flourish almost immediately 
after the closure of the council in 1965.

The Roman Catholic hierarchy in Sri Lanka received the Council 
by implementing Vatican II liturgy, and by founding social apostolates, 
media centres, and by creating organs for ecumenism and inter-religious 
relations to mention only a few of the important practical developments 
prompted by Vatican II ecclesiology. The Federation of Asian Bishops’ 

Abstract:

The prophetic leadership of the Roman Catholic Church was pro-
foundly touched by Vatican II. Inspired by the spirit of the council, many 
dared to found new centres and movements and engaged themselves in 
justice, peace and interreligious dialogue. It is significant to note that 
new Roman Catholic centres were also influenced by the renewal of the 
Protestant Churches prompted by the World Council of Churches. The 
Post-Vatican II Sri Lankan centres and movements clarified the essentials 
of interreligious dialogue: salvation is the point of departure for interreli-
gious relations; liberation and inculturation are inseparable; cosmic reli-
giosity is an important dimension of liberation. Paddy, water, medicinal 
plants, children and victims of war could be considered privileged loci for 
a mass movement of dialogue at the grassroots of the Sri Lankan society.
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Conferences (FABC) also gave an impetus to the Post-Vatican II renewal 
in Sri Lanka. The Roman Catholic Church has created a greater sense of 
amity among religions in the course of the last five decades. This was 
unthinkable in the Pre-Vatican II era.

The most significant development in terms of the reception of 
Vatican II was the foundation of new Centres either directly or indi-
rectly involved in interreligious dialogue such as Centre for Society and 
Religion, founded by Fr. Tissa Balasuriya OMI (1971), Satyodaya by Fr. 
Paul Caspersz SJ (1972), Thulana Research Centre by Fr. Aloysius Pieris 
SJ (1974), and Suba Seth Gedara by Fr. Michael Rodrigo OMI (1980). 
Bishop Leo Nanayakkara OSB who had been touched by the inspira-
tion of Vatican II as a young Bishop, became the patron of these cen-
tres. It is important to note that these centres were also in some way 
influenced by similar Protestant initiatives founded earlier on such as 
Devasaranaramaya (1957), the Christian Workers’ Fellowship (1957/58) 
and the work of Anglican Bishop Luxman Wickramasinghe. (Long before 
the Vatican II, the World Council of Churches prompted renewal among 
the Protestant Churches beginning with the first General Assembly in 
Amsterdam in 1948). 

There were also other Roman Catholic individuals, movements and 
centres involved in interreligious dialogue, such as Fr. Moses Perera and 
Fr. Cyril Edirisinghe of the diocese of Galle (already from pre-Vatican II 
days), Fr. Ernest Poruthota and Fr. Nerius Fernando of the archdiocese 
of Colombo, Fr. Felix Mevel OMI (founder of IMCS-Lakrivi1), Fr. Oscar 
Abeyrathne (founder of Kitu Dana Pubuduwa2), Fr. Mervyn Fernando 
(founder of Subodhi 3), Pavidi Handa 4, Centre for Hearing Impaired 
Children (CEHIC), a sister institute of the Thulana Research Centre and 
Kithusara5.

I do not intend to provide a complete list of Roman Catholic or 
Protestant individuals, movements and centres which contributed to the 

1 Fr. Felix Mevel OMI founded the movement in 1954. Originally the movement was meant for 
Roman Catholic children and in 1970s the Buddhist, Hindu and Muslim children were 
also invited to join the movement.

2 Kitu Dana Pubuduwa was founded in 1971.
3 Subodi (Institute of Integral Education) was founded in 1981.
4 “Pavidi Handa” means voice of the religious/clergy. Founded in 1982, this movement was 

constituted mainly by Buddhist and Christian clergy and they were engaged in Justice 
and Peace issues in 1980s.

5 Kithusara group began as a youth movement and has been engaged in justice and peace 
issues as well as environmental ethics since their foundation in late 1980s. They have 
contributed to Ecumenism and interreligious dialogue in a significant manner through 
innovative ways.
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inter-religious dialogue in Sri Lanka6. But one cannot forget the initiative 
of Dr. Brian de Kretser, the founder of Preethipura7, and Rev. Lynn de 
Silva, the founder of the Ecumenical Centre for Study and Dialogue, both 
Protestant ministers in this regard.

This short article will focus attention on the Buddhist-Christian dia-
logue among the Sinhalese Buddhists and Sinhalese Roman Catholics and 
will discuss (1) the significant contributions of the Post-Vatican II centres 
and movements towards the development of theology, (2) challenges to 
inter-religious relations, (3) and possible future avenues for greater explo-
ration in the field of interreligious dialogue among the Sinhala Buddhists 
and Sinhala Roman Catholics.

Contribution
One of the most important early contributions of the Post-

Vatican II centres and movements was highlighting the importance of 
the HISTORICAL in the divine plan of salvation. Correcting a theology 
which viewed reality dualistically, basically influenced by dualistic Greek 
thought, new theology understood politics, economy and culture as the 
arena of God, bringing back the biblical theology of divine revelation in 
history and engraving a spirituality on the political, economic and cul-
tural processes. This theology began to see salvation in Jesus penetrating 
into every possible domain like a double edged sword - separating good 
from evil in everything and pronouncing what is salvific and sinful in 
human history. It emphasized the responsibility of the follower of Christ/
Christian community within history.

The second important contribution was defining or describing the 
point of departure of all inter-religious dialogue. In Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue the founders of the two religions will never be afforded an equal 
consideration. The closest that Jesus could come to in the Buddhist milieu 
is a Bodhisattva, similarly, the maximum consideration of the Buddha 
in the Christian tradition would be a prophet. Hence, it is important to 
pin down the correct point of departure of inter-religious dialogue if it 
is to progress and bear fruit. SALVATION here and hereafter is the core 
religious experience of all religions and hence the point of departure for 
all inter-religious dialogue. This precision provided momentum to inter-
religious dialogue of 1970s 8.

6 There are many more individuals, centres and movements involved in interreligious dialogue 
during the Post-Vatican II era and the present study does not provide a comprehensive 
list. For a detailed study, cf. U. DORNBERG, Searching through the Crisis (Logos 31/3 
& 4) (Colombo 1992).

7 Preethipura was founded in 1964.
8 A. PIERIS, An Asian Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll, NY 1988) 59-65.
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The scandal of poverty in the Third World was a locus theologicus 
in Post-Vatican II third world theologies. The masses of poor struggling 
for their daily sustenance in terms of food, water, shelter, basic education, 
dignity of employment and health facilities became a challenge to the 
churches with the paradigm shift that God reveals himself in history in 
and through the political, economic and cultural processes. Furthermore, 
the churches becoming sensitive to their cultural alienation began to 
adapt themselves to the cultural milieu of their contexts. In this exercise 
a tension arose between theology of liberation and theology of incultura-
tion and it was resolved with the acceptance of an integral approach of 
assimilating liberation and inculturation. The maxim “No inculturation 
without liberation and no liberation without incluturation” clarified the 
praxis and could be considered a master-stroke in contextual theology. 
This is the third important contribution of the new centres 9.

The discovery of the importance of cosmic religiosity especially in 
the contexts of evolving theologies of environment and feminist theolo-
gies could be considered as the fourth contribution10.

Challenges
Good relations built in the course of the second half of the twenti-

eth century between Sinhala Buddhist and Sinhala Christian communities 
have been jeopardized with the proselytizing projects of some of the Free 
Churches. These churches have created enmity between Buddhists and 
Christians and for that matter between Hindus and Christians as well. 
They preach outdated theologies and knowingly or unknowingly destroy-
ing the hard built fellowship. 

No doubt these moves by some Free Churches have ignited the 
fires of hatred and prompted distrust. The Buddhist communities threat-
ened with such Christian missions have revived their collective memo-
ries coming from the colonial era, such as “Christians are out to convert 
Buddhists”, and “Christians will rob members from the Buddhist com-
munities”.

Another challenge is the collective memory of the Buddhist com-
munity about the depreciatory treatment of Buddhism by Christians, 
especially during the British period 11.

9 A. PIERIS, An Asian Theology of Liberation, 69-110.
10 A. PIERIS, Fire and Water. Basic Issues in Asian Buddhism and Christianity (Maryknoll, 

NY 1996) 61-62..
11 A. PIERIS, “The Belief and the Behaviour of the Church in the Lankan Buddhist Context”, 

Current Dialogue 51(2011/Dec) 10-19.
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The present “reactionary” situation of the Roman Catholic Church 
has created a tension between the hierarchical church and the Post-
Vatican II centres and movements. Little support is extended in some 
quarters to ecclesial movements with multi-religious membership. This is 
another challenge directly affecting inter-religious relations in Sri Lanka.

While the work of the new centres continue to educate and sustain 
inter-religious relations between Christians and Buddhists (and for that 
matter among people of all religions), and while the official organs of 
the mainline churches too are working for religious amity – though this 
is rather fragile at the grassroots – greater efforts should be made in the 
field of interreligious dialogue in the face of the new challenges. 

Future

The future course of Buddhist-Christian dialogue may call for 
greater energies (1) to continue to create good relations; (2) to engage 
together in the fields of environment, peace and education etc.; and (3) 
to sustain a spirituality drawn from the Christian and Buddhist heritages. 
This will lead to the creation of Human Communities at the Base (BHCs) 
which herald good news of salvation here and hereafter.

Paddy, water, medicinal plants, children and victims of war could 
be considered privileged loci for a mass movement of dialogue at the 
grassroots of the Sri Lankan society.

Under the auspices of the Centre for Society and Religion, a pro-
gramme of organic farming was developed with a group of Buddhist 
paddy farmers of Dehiattakandiya. The venture was basically Buddhist-
Christian. It was an opportunity not only to meet the farmers, but also to 
an encounter between Buddhists and Christians and in the course of time 
they were able to enhance a common spirituality.

The presence of Suba Seth Gedara in the midst of a remote 
Buddhist village of Buttala (Uva Province) is another example of shaping 
a spirituality nourished by the evangelical values and the perennial values 
of Buddhist heritage. At one stage, Suba Seth Gedara helped promote 
herbal based medicine and led a reflection on spirituality of healing. 

The International Movement for the Apostolate of Children which 
takes the name “Lama Kriyakari Veerayo” (La-Kri-Vi) in Sri Lanka has 
been involved in Buddhist-Christian dialogue over the last four decades. 
Through monographs on the activities of children, the movement guides 
them to reflect upon their life and actions in relation to their scriptures 
and religious traditions. The children are thus nourished by the evangeli-
cal values and spiritual values of the Buddhist tradition. The ultimate goal 
of the movement is spiritual growth among children living in multi-reli-
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gious milieu. This movement has the potential to harness the encounter 
between Buddhists and Christians as a mass movement. 

These are three existing examples – among many other initiatives 
- of involving Christians and the Buddhists of the farmer population of 
the Buddhist heartland in interreligious relations culminating in evolving 
a spirituality in and through the historical processes of people’s lives. If 
these initiatives grow into mass movements, or if similar initiatives prolif-
erate enveloping a good half of the Sri Lankan population, the interreli-
gious dialogue in general and Buddhist-Christian spirituality in particular 
will thrive in this land and will offer a new future to the religious ethos 
of the country.

Conclusion

The quality of interreligious dialogue could be considered as an 
important indicator of the “Reception of Vatican II” given the fact that 
only 3% of Asia is Christian. While much has been achieved in the area 
of inter-religious relations in Sri Lanka, much more is desired. There is 
a long way to go, and at times it is an uphill task against theological, 
philosophical and cultural stereotypes. If inter-religious relations have 
improved in the Post-Vatican II era, it is mainly because those who have 
been profoundly touched by the inspiration of Vatican II have dared to 
be faithful.
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