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Vatican II: 50 Years Later (June 14, 2015) 

 
 In this series of bulletin articles commemorating the 50th anniversary of the closing of 
Vatican II, we are beginning by exploring the historical development of ecumenical councils in 
the Church’s 2000-year history.  Last week we looked at the earliest example of such a 
conciliar form of leadership: the so-called Jerusalem Council that met in 49 AD.  This gathering 
of Peter, the Twelve, Paul, Barnabas, and the Jerusalem presbyters made a key decision about 
not requiring Gentile Christians to follow the Jewish kosher and ritual laws.  This allowed 
Christianity to move out beyond its Jewish roots and into the Gentile world of the Roman 
Empire.  While this Jerusalem Council is not counted among the 21 official ecumenical councils 
in the Church’s history, it does serve as a crucial foundation for the development of such 
ecumenical (“worldwide”) councils.   
 As the Church journeys through history, it encounters ever new questions that challenge its 
faith and practice.  These questions are initially addressed by local communities and their 
leaders, but when differing responses to these questions threaten to divide the whole Church 
(worldwide), then an "ecumenical" council needs to be convoked in order to preserve the 
Church's unity.  The local churches commission their leaders to represent them and bring their 
experience and concerns to the global Church, and out of this sharing of wisdom a consensus 
is developed.  Crucially, this is not a matter of power or politics or simple majority rule, but 
rather of discerning the movement of the Holy Spirit in both the historical experience of the 
Church and in her revealed Scripture and Tradition.  This process of discernment is not simply 
top-down and hierarchical, but rather it involves a careful and mutual dialogue between the 
authority of the whole People of God rooted in baptism, and the authority of those ordained to 
serve and lead the community. 
 By the year 200 AD, a three-tiered structure of ordained leadership had developed and 
become the norm throughout the Church.  Each area (or diocese) was led by a single bishop, 
who was assisted by a council of presbyters (elders), and a group of deacons.  Bishops were 
seen as “successors of the apostles”, who guarded and unpacked the sacred Tradition of the 
Church.  A key part of this Tradition was a series of writings from the apostolic period which 
came to be seen as canonical and inspired: the New Testament.  By the year 300 there was a 
general consensus throughout the whole Church about these writings, and the bishops played 
an authoritative role in this process.  Since Rome was the capital of the Empire, and also the 
city where the Church’s greatest apostles (Peter and Paul) were martyred in 64 AD, the bishop 
of Rome soon came to be seen by the other bishops as “the first among equals”.  Just as Peter 
was a member of the Twelve, and yet also the clear leader among them, so the bishop of Rome 
was both a fellow successor of the apostles and yet also a leader among them. 
 Until the year 313, Christianity was an illegal religion in the Roman empire, and believers 
sometimes suffered persecution and death.  This dangerous situation made it impossible for all 
the bishops of the Mediterranean world to meet together in any kind of general council.  Yet 
during the 200’s, especially in North Africa, the bishops of a region or province often met in 
local councils which came to be known as “synods”.  Finally, in 313 the Roman Emperor 
Constantine legalized Christianity, and he even began to bestow favors and gifts upon the 
Church in order to further its growth.  This new situation allowed the possibility of “worldwide” 
(ecumenical) gatherings of Church leaders.  Next week we will begin looking at the first official 
ecumenical council: the Council of Nicea (near modern Istabul, Turkey) which gathered in 325 
AD and crafted the Nicene Creed (which we recite every Sunday at mass). 


