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Vatican II: 50 Years Later (May 31, 2015) 

 
 This coming December will mark the 50th anniversary of the closing of Vatican II, the 
famous ecumenical council that met in Rome from late September to early December for four 
consecutive years: 1962 to 1965.  This meeting of the world’s 2500 bishops and key church 
leaders transformed the Catholic Church’s relationship with the modern world.  For the next few 
months in this bulletin article I will look back on Vatican II from the perspective of 50 years 
later, exploring the historical and theological context, the process and debates within the 
council, the resulting 16 documents, and the ongoing interpretation of the event and texts of 
the council. 
 First of all, what is an “ecumenical council”, and how many such councils have there been 
in the church’s history?  The word “ecumenical” comes from the Greek for “worldwide”, so an 
ecumenical council is a gathering of church leaders from the entire catholic world.  This 
distinguishes such a council from the more local diocesan and regional “synods” that have also 
been a key part of the church’s ongoing life for the past 20 centuries.  The Catholic Church 
recognizes 21 ecumenical councils in its history, averaging about one per century, whereas the 
Eastern Orthodox churches recognize only the first seven of these (all of which took place in the 
region of modern day Turkey). 
 Why did synods and ecumenical councils become such an important part of the church’s 
ongoing life?  The answer to this question ultimately goes back to the Christian understanding 
of God as Trinity: three Persons united in one Divine Nature.  The deepest reality of God 
consists in the relationship of love between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Thus we can say, with 
1 John 4:8, that God is love, and precisely because God is love, God does love.  The inner life of 
God’s love overflows into the outer manifestation of such a love: the creation of the cosmos 
and its ongoing guidance.  And at the apex of this creative divine love, God forms man and 
woman in the very image of such a Trinitarian love. 
 OK, so much for high-sounding Trinitarian theology.  What does this have to do with the 
development of ecumenical councils in the church?  Well, if the inner life of love within God 
overflows into outer acts of creation and providence, so the inner life of the Church must 
overflow into its outward mission and ministry.  God’s unity works not in a top-down, isolated, 
and monarchical way, but rather in a “conciliar” and relational way.  In a similar way, the 
Church’s unity works not in a top-down, isolated, and monarchical way, but in a “conciliar” and 
relational way.  In other words, our image of God will have a direct impact on our image of the 
Church.  If we understand God as a kind of divine monarch ruling from on high in a dominating 
sort of way, we will tend to view the leadership structure of the Church in a similar way.  On the 
other hand, if we understand God in a relational and Trinitarian way, our leadership model of 
the Church should reflect this. I would argue that the development of ecumenical councils in 
the Church is a working out of this relational and Trinitarian model. 
 Perhaps this is why, when Jesus developed a leadership model for his fledgling community 
of disciples, he chose Twelve from among them, rather than just one.  Yes, he did go on later to 
give Peter a special leadership role among the Twelve, but this did not negate the conciliar 
model of leadership by the Twelve, but rather supported it.  At the Last Supper in Luke’s 
version (Lk 22:32), Jesus commissioned Peter to “strengthen the brethren” (the Twelve), to 
support them in their conciliar form of leadership, rather than to dominate them in a 
monarchical and power-hungry sort of way.  Jesus said to the Twelve that “the kings of the 
Gentiles lord it over others in this way, but among you it shall not be so” (Lk 22:25-26).  The 
true leader is one who serves, as Jesus does. 


