
 

A short series of thoughts on the impact of this historic, critically defining event  
of our Church not just for the 20th century, but for this new millennium as well 

Part 6—Final 
 

by Barbara A. Glynn, former Director of Religious Education at St. Catherine of Siena  
 
In this sixth and final column on Vatican II, we shall continue examining one of the four major 
documents to be promulgated by the Council, that of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy or 
Sacrosanctum Concilium, its Latin name.  
 
On the eve of Vatican II, two related movements were spreading throughout the Catholic world 
and taking firm hold on Catholic thinking, both in theological circles as well as pastoral ones. 
One was the liturgical movement, which had begun in the first decade of the 20th century in 
abbeys and monasteries across Europe, moved into universities and spread with great force to 
North America.  The second was the biblical movement, which also had early beginnings at the 
same time and took hold in the Church. 

 
These two movements could be sighted as having given rise to the Council itself.  They might be the reason why, on the  
second day of meetings in October of 1962, the bishops selected the reform of the Sacred Liturgy as its first task.  And, about 
a year later, the bishops approved the final document by a vote of 2147 to 4!!  Pope Paul VI promulgated it on December 4, 
1963.  It was the first council document passed and would have the most far-reaching effects on the lives of us,  
“the faithful in the pews.” 
 
Catholics around the world began to participate fully in the rites of the Mass and other sacraments.  The changes enacted by 
this document brought the Council to the attention of average laypeople in a way that no debate on esoteric theological 
issues ever could have done! 
 
The document on the Sacred Liturgy firmly states that the Liturgy of the Eucharist (the Mass), gives us the unique  
opportunity to enter fully and honestly into our most right and authentic relationship with God.  The Liturgy is the most  
sacred act of human life.  Precisely because it is so central to us, so important in the Christian journey, we the faithful who 
come to this sacred celebration, must be well disposed, ready to participate and actively engage in the rites.  The document 
reminds us that we, “the faithful in the pews,” are not present at Mass merely as silent spectators.  Each of us has a role and 
we should understand what we are doing.  Therefore anyone with a specific role such as, altar server, reader, extraordinary 
minister of Holy Communion, member of the choir, should exercise that role with piety and decorum.  The rest of the  
celebrating community should express their active role by being an attentive part of the acclamations, responses, songs and 
actions.  All are exhorted to hear God speak in the reading of Sacred Scripture, and to reply to God in song and prayer. 
 
There’s much more that could be said about this document on the Sacred Liturgy and on the Second Vatican Council itself 
and its impact on us, the people of God, the Church, but time and space do not permit it in this venue.  However, we should 
challenge ourselves to read at least the four major documents produced by the Council: on the Church, on the  
Divine Revelation (Scripture), on the Sacred Liturgy and on the Church in the Modern World, maybe as an activity for the 
upcoming Lenten season.  For it is in these four that the full teachings of the Council can be found.  Perhaps we will find in 
them what we continuously look for:  a fresh Catholic insight and voice to help us navigate our way through the times we live 
in now.  And then, just as the Scriptures are proclaimed as “the Word of the Lord,” so these four documents will be  
proclaimed as “The Word of the Church.” 
 
Thank you for the privilege of sharing these thoughts with you.  
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