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As could have been predicted, there were not many concrete results from the first session of 
the Council in the Fall of 1962, but work was begun on what would be the most dominate  
concern and the greatest achievement of this Council:  the Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church.  However, when we consider the sheer number of important documents discussed over 
the remaining three sessions of the Council, we can understand the immense amount of       
discussion, prayer, study—and yes, even arguments—that went into the whole time the Council 
was in session.  For more than 2000 Church leaders to come to almost unanimous agreement 
on such a vast array of topics is near tangible proof of the presence of the Holy Spirit. 
 

On June 3, 1963, Pope John died of stomach cancer, and the Council went forward under his 
successor, Pope Paul VI.  There were many reasons why the Council lasted as long as it did, each 
Fall for 10 weeks, 1962-65.  The main reason was the Council’s substantive reworking of the 

material it originally received from the early study commissions, and even a rejection of important parts of that material.  So, 
drama marked every session as highly charged debate occurred between conservative and progressive bishops on almost all 
issues under consideration.  
 

By the time the Council concluded, Paul VI had promulgated in his name and in the name of the Council—“Paul, Bishop,  
together with the Council”—16 documents.  They cover an extraordinary wide range of subjects and do so at considerable 
length.  These documents are the Council’s most authoritative and accessible legacy and it is around them that any study of 
the Council must turn.  What then, are these 16 documents?  Although they are often lumped together without distinction 
of rank, they are not equal in dignity or in the authority attributed to them.  The highest in rank are the “constitutions” of 
which there are only 4:  the document on the Liturgy, the document on the Church, the document on Divine Revelation, and 
the document on the Church in the Modern World.  All other documents are to be interpreted in conformity with the      
principles and directions enunciated in these 4 constitutions.  Next in rank come the nine(9) so called “decrees”:  on the 
Communications Media, on the Catholic Eastern Churches, on Ecumenism, on Bishops, on Religious Orders, on the Training 
of Priests, on Missionary Activity, on the Life and Ministry of Priests, and on the Apostolate of the Laity.  Finally, there are the 
three(3) “declarations”:  on Christian Education, on non-Christian Religions, and on Religious Liberty.  
 

The scope of issues the Council addressed in these documents is almost breathtaking.  Some of these issues are:  the use of 
the organ in church services, the legitimacy or illegitimacy of stockpiling of nuclear weapons, the place of St. Thomas Aquinas 
in seminary curricula, how priests were to be compensated, the purpose of marriage, translations of the Bible, the role of 
conscience in moral decision-making, and so on, it might seem, into infinity.  All these issues must be taken seriously, but 
some are certainly of greater significance than others.  Generally speaking, the most important issues were the most        
contested on the floor of the Council and ignited the most spectacular verbal fireworks. 
 

So, what are some of these most important issues?  That, my friends, will be our topic for next week.  Stay tuned.  


