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Formal preparation for the Second Vatican Council, commonly called Vatican II, began with a 

worldwide consultation with some 2500 bishops, heads of male ( it was 1959, after all) religious 

orders, and faculties of Catholic universities.  The consultation got underway through an  

Invitation sent in June of 1959 by Pope St. John XXIII asking the bishops of the world to express 

what ideas and subjects should be addressed.  More then 2000 responses were received.  All 

this material was collated by nation and printed in book form.  The books were then passed 

along to a group of preparatory commissions.  These commissions were composed of cardinals, 

bishops, and other church workers noted for their virtue and learning and chosen from different 

parts of the world, so that the universality of the Church might be displayed.  The commissions 

then prepared position papers for the bishops of the world to consider in the general meetings of the Council itself.  
 

This Council would undertake major questions that had been before the Church for many centuries without open discussion 

such as: 

 the role of bishops in their relationship to the Pope 

 the role and place of lay people in the life of the Church 

 the Church’s teaching on divine revelation and its source 

 the understanding of religious liberty in the modern age 

 the reform and restoration of the Liturgy 

And most remarkably and without precedence, the place and relationship of the Church to the whole modern world, with all 

its challenges and needs, including its place in the lives of all people, Catholics, other Christians, non Christians, non believers 

and all people of good will.   The Council would meet each Fall for ten or more weeks from 1962 to 1965.   
 

And so, on October 11, 1962, the Second Vatican Council was formally opened.  Early that morning a large crowd gathered in 

St. Peter’s Square.  At precisely 8:00 A.M., the doors to the papal apartments were slowly opened.  Behind these doors stood 

row upon row upon row of bishops, patriarchs, archbishops, abbots and scarlet clad cardinals.  They were poised to descend 

the staircase and process out of the Vatican palace down into the square and into St. Peter’s basilica, more than 2500 in 

all!  Their faces were the colors of the world.  More than 500 were from Central and South America, 126 were native Asians, 

118 were Africans and the rest were from Europe and North America.   
 

The crowd witnessed the beginning of an historic event.  For on that day, the windows of the Church were thrown open by 

Pope St. John XXIII.  They were thrown open and light burst into the chambers long darkened by a too rigid, too triumphal 

application of the decrees of the Council of Trent.  “Divine Providence is leading us to a new order of human relations”, the 

Pope exclaimed in his homily that day.  “It’s time”, the Pope went on to say, “for the Church to bring herself up to date in all 

areas were required.”  In the coming weeks, we shall examine how the Church went on to do that in the three years that 

followed that historic day more than 57 years ago.  Hopefully, you’ll read on. 


