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ABSTRACT 

 

This integrative study paper explores three documents from the Second 

Vatican Council (Lumen Gentium Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Gaudium et 

Spes Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World and Dei Verbum 

Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation) from the perspective of a practicing 

Roman Catholic woman and professional spiritual care provider. A brief history of the 

Council is presented followed by a literature review of the documents and personal 

reflection on the integration of relevant theological themes from these documents in 

the author’s personal and professional life. The guiding principles of Aggiornamento, 

Ressourcement and Development are examined for how they influenced the spirit of 

the council. Some of the theological themes addressed are the church as a mystery 

and the universality of the church, social justice, the common good, revelation of 

God, the dignity and uniqueness of each person, the Sacraments of Baptism and the 

Eucharist and one’s moral conscience. It was concluded that the documents have had 

a positive and profound effect on the person and professional practice of this 

spiritual care provider.  
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INTRODUCTION 

‘Today more than ever, we are called to serve mankind as such, and not merely 

Catholics; to defend above all and everywhere, the rights of the human person and 

not merely those of the Catholic Church...’1 

 

The Second Vatican Council was opened by Pope John XXIII on October 11, 

1962 at roughly the same time that I was conceived. At the time that the 

preparations for the Council were in full-swing, preparations in my Roman Catholic 

family were underway to welcome the birth of their fourth child into their home. 

Like the Council, the announcement of my impending birth was somewhat of a 

surprise and sparked hopes and fears and feelings of curiosity and speculation.2 And 

so began my affiliation with and the influence of the Second Vatican Council in my 

life. It is as if the intent of the documents and the constitutions has been somehow 

inbred in my DNA and we have grown up together. 

There have been libraries of books, and volumes of articles written on the 

Second Vatican Council by lay people, bishops, priests, archbishops, women and 

men. There is a deep fascination with the topic and the pomp, ceremony and 

intrigue that surrounded the three years of deliberations and meetings. This 

                                                           
1 Butler, Christopher, Vatican II- Voice of the Church. Accessed May 1, 2012 
http://vatican2voice.org/4basics/papal.htm 
 
2
 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 2008), 1 

http://vatican2voice.org/4basics/papal.htm
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monumental event happened almost fifty years ago, yet I am reborn daily in its 

insight, wisdom and language that invite me to know my Catholic faith tradition in 

new and richer ways. The Second Vatican Council has been integral in my formation 

as an interfaith spiritual care provider grounded in the roots and tradition of my 

Roman Catholic upbringing. While many of the teachings from the documents of 

the Second Vatican Council have largely been ignored by the hierarchy of the 

Catholic Church, this integrative study will discuss how my person and ministry have 

been positively influenced by their content.  

My interest in Vatican II was piqued when I first began my Master of 

Theological Study program at St. Stephen's College. I have always had a bit of a 

love/hate relationship with the Church and as I warmed to the inclusive and 

affirming environment at St. Stephen's, the dogmatic and judgemental nature of 

the Catholic Church, as I experienced it, stood out in sharp contrast and began to 

make me more and more uncomfortable. Having been raised as a Catholic from 

birth I was not ready to leave the tradition that I had grown up in even though more 

and more I found myself in tension with the teachings of the Church and the way 

that the Church was treating its congregants, particularly those who lived outside 

the norms of the institutional church. A few years later when I started my 

chaplaincy training as an interfaith spiritual care provider, the dissonance that I felt 

between the practice of the Church and my values reached a head. I was preparing 
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to leave the church but again I committed myself to learning more about the "best 

kept secret of the Catholic Church" (Vatican II) before I left. 

This began my formal way of coming to learn about the teachings of the 

Second Vatican Council. Initially, I attended a university course entitled "Vatican II 

and Beyond" taught by Dr. Michael Duggan, a renowned professor of theology and 

Catholic Women’s League Chair for Catholic Studies at St. Mary’s University College. 

There were approximately sixty people in the class and most of the students were 

in their late sixties and seventies, with one Catholic nun being over eighty-five years 

of age. These men and women had experienced the changes of Vatican II first-hand 

and expressed that they had no interest in returning to the pre-Vatican II times. The 

conversations were for me lively, engaging, uplifting and life-giving. I began to 

realize that I was being changed by these classes and this new found knowledge of 

my church, which previously I was often embarrassed to admit that I attended.  

It was about this time that I began to think about my topic for my thesis for 

the completion of my Master of Theological Studies (MTS) degree. After discussion 

with the MTS coordinator, it was decided that this topic may be better suited as an 

integrative study paper. Through the use of an extensive literature review and study 

of the documents of the Second Vatican Council, along with deep personal 

reflection I began to see how I had inherently integrated many of the principles of 

the Council into my life and I began to become more intentional about integrating 
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others. During the literature review I discovered many authors with varying 

perspectives and interpretations of the contents of the material ranging from Pope 

John XXIII being labelled as a heretic and an Antipope for initiating the Council3 to 

those who believed that the Second Vatican Council was the most important 

religious event of the twentieth century4 and so I began my own critical review and 

interpretation of the literature. I also journaled about what I had read and 

contemplated on the material that I was learning to see how it applied in my own 

life. 

This paper will explore the historical background of the Second Vatican 

Council and some of the key principles that undergirded its work. Vatican II was 

unprecedented in size and because of its pastoral nature which shaped the spirit 

and the often emotional language of the promulgated documents. There was 

significant preparatory work that happened before the opening session of the 

Council and several guiding principles were instituted to act as a touchstone for the 

deliberations of the council. Aggiornamento or a sense of renewal carried the day 

despite the objections of some who believed that the church should look back to 

the previous councils to guide the meetings. Ressourcement called for a look back, 

but a look back to the original sources of scripture. I found myself resonating with 

                                                           
3
 Most Holy Family Monastery. The Scandals and Heresies of John XXIII. Accessed February 9, 2012 

http://www.mostholyfamilymonastery.com/13_JohnXXIII.pdf 
 
4
 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 2008), p. 1 
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this principle as I too looked back on where my original roots lay. Development was 

another key driver of the work that was done by the council and it showed a 

willingness to expand and deepen the understanding of a particular issue. 

Development suggests progress and a dynamic that is forward moving rather than 

static. Development has been evident in my life as I contemplate on my experiences 

and seek new meaning and understanding from past life events.  

The theological themes from three (Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution 

on the Church, Gaudium et Spes: Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 

World and Dei Verbum: Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation) of the four 

constitutions of the Second Vatican Council will be explored and referenced as to 

how they have influenced my personhood and vocation as a spiritual care provider. 

The fourth constitution, Sacrosanctum Concilium: The Constitution on the Sacred 

Liturgy was a document that built on the liturgical practices of the early church but 

at the same time updated the Mass to respond to the needs of the day. Because 

this document is more doctrinally focused than pastorally based it has had less 

influence in my life; as such, I will not be commenting on this constitution. I 

approach this integrative study paper as a woman, a practicing Roman Catholic, and 

an interfaith professional spiritual care provider and thus these biases are the lens 

through which I will reflect on the constitutions of the Second Vatican Council. 
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In Lumen Gentium, The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, the council 

fathers write about the Church as a mystery. This idea that the Church did not have 

all of the answers but allowed for the hidden presence of God was clear evidence 

that the spirit of the council was being shaped by Aggiornamento. This document 

also highlighted the People of God as community. The definition of catholic is 

explained as universal with the purpose of church being to bring all people into 

community and communion with self, others and with God. Personal reflections and 

vignettes will highlight how this document has come alive in my personal and 

professional life. Care of the others, particularly the most marginalized is a key motif 

of this document and many of the theological themes flow from this principle. 

Baptism is described as a Sacrament of self-emptying and letting go of ego. The idea 

of letting go of my ego has been a key growing edge in my development as a spiritual 

care provider and in my spiritual and emotion health.  

Dei Verbum: The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation discusses 

theological themes based on the revelation of God. I will review scholarly literature 

that portrays the revelation of God through multiple avenues including the written 

word and God revealed in others. The document explains that God’s revelation is 

unceasing and the communication of God’s life is through love. God is revealed 

within each person in order to waken them to their true self - the self who is created 

by the loving God. I have come to know myself and come home to my genuine self 

through the practices of meditation, contemplation and Lectio Divina. My reflections 
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on the Exodus story underscore and animate my own sense of longing and sense of 

alienation. Tradition is a word commonly used by those who advocate for keeping 

things status quo within the Church. However, this went against the spirit of renewal 

that the council had adopted for its deliberations and the concept of tradition as 

more of a handing on a way of life will be explored. 

Gaudium et Spes Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World is 

perhaps the document which has affected me most deeply. It is deeply pastoral in 

nature and its strong pastoral nature is even reflected in its title. The emotional 

language that is used such as hope, alienation, peace, despair, suffering love and 

affection are all emotions that are part of who I am and they allow me to come along 

side this document and allow it to become my own. Gaudium et Spes speaks to the 

concern for the welfare of all people and the idea that we are all one. This care for 

people is part of an overall thrust of social justice to which the council calls each 

person on the planet. Undergirding the call to social action is the recognition of the 

dignity of each person, a concept that was a difficult concept for me to internalize 

because of my lack of self-worth and because of some of the theology within my faith 

tradition.  

Within this paper, the difference between personalism and individualism 

will be examined with recognition within myself of my own proclivity towards 

individualism. The theology of sin and death will be explored and I will consider 
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how these concepts prevent me from being at home within myself. Gaudium et 

Spes identifies baptism as allowing the Christ event, the dying and rising of Christ, 

to be internalized so that there can be a new and more whole life. One of the most 

liberating things that I read in all of the documents of the Second Vatican Council 

was the idea of moral conscience; the idea of finding and attending to the quiet 

voice that is within and is closer to me than my own heartbeat. I will acknowledge 

how reading and integrating into my life these words written by the council fathers 

was a key piece that was missing for me in deepening my relationship with God.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

HISTORY OF THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL 

Beginning with the Council of Nicea in 325 CE and ending with the Second 

Vatican Council there have been twenty-one Ecumenical councils, that is universal 

gatherings of bishops, most often convened to address schisms or crises within the 

Church. However, not all of these councils have been called by the reigning 

ecclesiastical figurehead. The Second Ecumenical Council, Constantinople I, was 

called by the Emperor Theodosius I, the Great to reaffirm the Nicene teaching in 

relation to the divinity of the Holy Spirit and to assert the importance of the Holy 

Spirit as equal to the Father and to the Son.5 The reigning Pope, Dasmus I, was 

neither informed that the council was taking place nor invited to attend the event.  

The Catholic Encyclopedia defines a council as "assemblies of ecclesiastical 

dignitaries and theological experts for the purpose of discussing and regulating 

matters of church doctrine and discipline."6  The Second Vatican council was unique 

because it was neither oriented toward dogma nor theological controversy but 

rather its goal was pastorally oriented. The church declared that it wished to 

                                                           
5
 Huebsch, Bill. Vatican II In Plain English The Council. (Texas: Thomas More, 1996), 193 

 
6
 The Catholic Encyclopedia "General Councils." Accessed March 18, 2011. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04423f.htm 
 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14580x.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/05075b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04423f.htm
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encounter humanity through acceptance and solidarity, through dialogue and 

cooperation.7 

The First Vatican Council, Vatican I, was summoned in 1869 by Pope Pius IX 

to reassert control over the Church thinking of the times. Seven hundred bishops 

came together at Vatican I under a primarily hierarchical model to condemn 

contemporary errors and to define the Catholic doctrine concerning the Church of 

Christ.8 The ecclesiology of Vatican I emphasized the church as "institution, one that 

was an unchanging, fixed reality."9 This ideology underscored the agenda of the 

Council and the conservatives dominated the day. The doctrine of infallibility was 

first officially articulated at the First Vatican Council and, though not unanimously 

accepted by all bishops, it was adopted.   

The First Vatican Council was never officially closed due to the rumors of 

war and on September 20, 1870 the Pope sent an Apostolic letter suspending the 

council indefinitely until "more propitious times would allow it to continue."10 

When Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli (Pope John XXIII) announced his intention to 

convoke a council, after only three months in office as pope, many of the faithful 

                                                           
7 Vatican Councils: Vatican II [First Edition] Encyclopedia of Religion Ed. Lindsay Jones. Vol. 14. 2nd ed. 
Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2005. p. 9536 
 
8
 Bulman, R. & Parrella, F (eds). From Trent to Vatican II. (Oxford: Oxford University Press Inc, 2006),  

 
9
 Sullivan, Maureen. The Road to Vatican II Key Changes in Theology. (New York: Paulist Press, 2007), 

20 
 
10

  Huebsch, Bill. Vatican II In Plain English The Council. (Texas: Thomas More, 1996), 215 
 

http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/ps/eToc.do?inPS=true&prodId=GVRL&userGroupName=ucalgary&searchType=&docId=GALE%7C5BUC
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wondered if this new council was meant to be a continuation of the suspended 

Vatican I. Many theologians believed that, given the focus on papal primacy and the 

infallibility of the pope following Vatican Council I, there would be no need for 

another council because the pope was solidly in charge and the primary decision 

maker. It was only five years earlier that Pius IX had issued his Syllabus of Errors 

where he took aim at the modern errors in every field of nineteenth-century 

development.11 

When Pope John XXIII convened the Council after only three months as 

Pope, the surprise this announcement generated was palpable not only in the  

faithful but in the Cardinals of the Curia as well! This Vatican II Council was meant 

to engage the world in dialogue, not as a resumption or completion of the 

interrupted First Vatican Council as some may have assumed. Pope John XXIII made 

no mention of Vatican I in his speech to open the council, instead advocating for a 

more optimistic world view and a way to promote "the enlightenment, edification, 

and joy of the entire Christian people."12 Unlike previous councils, this council was 

not convoked to address any schisms or crises in the church. Although Vatican II 

wasn’t in response to a particular crisis and was primarily pastoral in nature, it 

didn’t come out of thin air. It followed on and developed out of some four hundred 

                                                           
11

 ibid, 215 
 
12

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), p. 17 
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years of post-Reformation thinking. It was concerned also with communism and 

atheism, for example and the rising importance of science over religion. Pope John's 

vision for the Second Vatican Council included dialogue and the idea that as a 

church and as a society, we must begin to care for one another. He called for a 

theological development that went outside of scholastic terminology, he 

encouraged unity of all people in God, and promoted solidarity with the whole 

human race.13 Extending a welcome and hand in friendship to other Christian 

churches outside of the Catholic Church was a bold and progressive move for the 

time. 

The Second Vatican Council was arguably the most significant religious event 

in the twentieth century.14 Unlike the First Vatican Council which was mainly 

attended by European bishops with few Asians or Africans present, the Second 

Vatican Council was deservedly labelled "intercontinental and intercultural."15 

There were 2,850 invitations sent out to those who were eligible to participate in 

the council including "85 cardinals, 8 patriarchs, 533 archbishops, 2,131 bishops, 26 

abbots and 68 superiors-general of religious orders of men."16 The bishops who 

                                                           
13

 Duggan, Michael Vatican II and the Shape of History in the Diocese of Calgary, 2004, p. 5 
 
14

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), p. 1 
 
15

 O'Collins, G. Living Vatican II The 21st Council for the 21st Century. (New York: Paulist Press, 2006), v 
 
16

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), p. 21 
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attended, represented 116 countries with a much larger representation from Asia 

and Africa than had ever been in attendance in previous councils. Non-Catholics 

were also allowed to be present and observe the meetings including media, 

observers and guests from other churches. Lay auditors brought the numbers to an 

estimated 7,500 people present in Rome during Vatican II. The magnitude of this 

council was unprecedented.  

In the three and a half years from the announcement of the council to the 

opening sessions massive preparations took place. The preparations in advance of 

the opening of the council went forward in two distinct phases. Phase I, The Ante-

Preparatory Commission, was tasked with gathering opinions from bishops and 

others about the main questions to be studied and with the selection of the men 

(women were not included in the ante-preparatory phase nor as voting members of 

the council) who would be asked to prepare the work of the council. The 

questioning included all of the bishops and prelates, the heads of all the male 

religious orders, and a representation from faculties of Catholic universities to 

discover what they believed to be the pressing issues of the church and how they 

should be handled.17 This was a significant departure from previous councils where 

the decrees were set by the pope or the emperor. Close to two thousand responses 

were returned and sorted and the responses varied in length from six lines to 

                                                           
17

 Rynne, Xavier. Vatican Council II. (New York: Orbis Books, 1968), 28 
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twenty-seven pages!18 When all of the responses from the ante-preparatory phase 

were compiled they filled twelve volumes and suggested ideas from expanding the 

definitions of certain doctrines to increasing the responsibilities of laity to 

abrogation of celibacy for priests. Pope John made it clear that he wanted to hear 

the minds of the Catholic world on the matters that were facing the church of the 

day.  

After the responses were compiled, Phase II, the preparatory phase of the 

council, began on June 5, 1960. The role of the preparatory commission was to 

compose and coordinate the documents from the subjects that had been generated 

in the ante-preparatory phase. The commissions were led by cardinals, for the most 

part from the Roman Curia, who assisted the pope in the running of the Church.19 

However, Pope John made it clear that Curia and the council were to be run 

separately when he said "the ordinary government of the Church with which the 

Roman Curia is concerned is one matter, and the Council another."20 The 

preparatory commission also generated a large volume of documentation in 

anticipation of the opening of the Second Vatican Council on October 11, 1962. 

When the first session of the Second Vatican Council began it had already 

differentiated itself from any other Ecumenical Council. There were defining 

                                                           
18

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), p. 19 

19
 ibid, 20 

20
 Rynne, Xavier. Vatican Council II. (New York: Orbis Books, 1968), 29 
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characteristics of Vatican II that were unprecedented in previous councils including 

the immensity and international breadth of the participants as well as the scope 

and variety of the issues that were to be addressed.21 There were also defining 

principles that were unique to the calling of this council. These principles were 

introduced by Pope John XXIII in his opening address to the council and further 

developed as the sessions progressed. 

One of the primary principles that animated the council's deliberations was 

the idea of aggiornamento. Aggiornamento is an Italian word meaning updating or 

modernizing.22 It is an urging for the church to adapt to the needs of people in the 

contemporary world. In his opening speech Pope John boldly stated that the church 

should look to the present, to the new conditions and new forms of life introduced 

into the modern world."23 Aggiornamento invited a unique perspective encouraging 

the council to look forward, rather than relying on the past as was the norm of the 

church at the time. It invited the Church into dialogue with the modern world and 

opened the possibility of the Church to learn from the social sciences (sociology and 

psychology) and the natural sciences (biology, physics, and chemistry). 

                                                           
21

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), p. 33 

22
 Fullam, Raymond. Exploring Vatican 2 (Montreal: Palm Publishers, 1969) 3 

 
23

 Prendergast, M. & Ridge M. (eds) Voices From the Council. (Portland: Pastoral Press, 2004), xiv 
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Aggiornamento suggested hope that the Church could adapt to the needs of people 

in the contemporary world.24 

In Pope John's opening address to the council in 1962, he stated, "[...] the 

Church-we confidently trust- will become greater in spiritual riches and gaining the 

strength of new energies therefrom, she will look to the future without fear. In fact, 

by bringing herself up to date where required [...]"25 Xavier Rynne relays the story 

of how, when a visiting cardinal asked the pope for a simple explanation of the 

Council, he "went to the nearest window, opened it wide, and let in the fresh air.” 

In the opening speech to the Council,  Pope Paul VI reiterated and affirmed the 

vision of Pope John by saying ‘Nor is the primary purpose of our work to discuss one 

article or another of the fundamental doctrine of the Church,’ but rather, ‘to 

consider how to expound Church teaching in a manner demanded by the times.’26 

Aggiornamento aimed at engaging and updating the contemporary world and by its 

nature it implied that the documents were a starting point, not an endpoint.27 

The Aggiornamento that Pope John envisioned for the Second Vatican 

Council was of a different nature and farther reaching than other councils had 

                                                           
24

 Duggan, Michael. Lecture notes November 7, 2011. 
 
25

 Prendergast, M. & Ridge M. (eds) Voices From the Council. (Portland: Pastoral Press, 2004), xii 
 
26

 Kung, Hans. The Changing Church. Reflections on the Progress of the Second Vatican Council. 
(London: Sheed and Ward, 1965), 52-53 
 
27

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), 39 
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dared to go. Some of the changes that were brought forward touched on things 

that many Catholics considered normative and so their impact was startling. Also, 

unlike other councils which operated from a perspective of the unchangeable 

character of the religious practice, the invitation to Aggiornamento was one of a 

broad principle rather than the rare exception. Thirdly, the call for Aggiornamento 

was not at a superficial level such as technological considerations, but rather it was 

meant to appropriate cultural assumptions and values. And lastly, it implied that 

this was a dynamic process and characterized the Council itself.28 

I have experienced Aggiornamento within my own life and in my vocation as 

a chaplain. Through my studies at St. Stephen's College I have begun dialogue with 

those around me and I am learning to live into today's world. As the youngest of 

four children in a Roman Catholic home, I learned that attending Sunday Mass was 

an obligation of upmost importance. All four of us children worked through the 

Sacraments in the prescribed order and time frame. I attended a Catholic girls’ 

school in Winnipeg under the direction of the Sisters of the Holy Names of Jesus 

and Mary for three years until my family moved to Vancouver. I was married in the 

Catholic Church, committed to raising our children in the Roman Catholic faith 

tradition and accompanied my protestant husband Don as he journeyed through 

the RCIA program (a process of inquiry for those seeking to join the Catholic 

Church). We attended Mass as a family (sometimes sporadically) and our two 

                                                           
28

 ibid. 38-39 
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children completed their Sacraments according to the timelines of the Catholic 

Church. Don and I served in various ministries with the Church as did our children. 

All of the boxes were complete. However, something was still missing. The 

voice from within was crying out to me but I had become very skilled at ignoring it 

or silencing it completely. My church tradition encouraged this complacency, 

silencing the voice of women and the laity and encouraging obedience in rules and 

thought. I followed these rules for the most part, yet there was a part of me that 

knew this did not sit right. My husband and I used birth control because we 

believed it was in the best interest of our family, yet I experienced feelings of guilt 

about this practice. I declared rather weakly that I didn’t believe in gay marriage but 

internally I didn’t see how a committed relationship between two loving individuals 

was wrong. The concept of the infallibility of the pope in matters of faith and 

reason was a supposed cornerstone of the Catholic faith, yet I questioned whether 

God spoke more directly to the pope than God did to others, specifically me. I was 

taught that being Catholic and Christian was the most valid position yet I was 

curious about other faith traditions and found myself celebrating in the churches, 

synagogues, temples and mosques of friends, just as I welcomed them to celebrate 

in my own church. 

This dissonance between myself and my church began to affect how I was 

able to practice as a Catholic and I found myself distancing myself from the faith 
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tradition in which I was raised. I heard myself referring to “those Catholics” as if I 

wasn’t part of this group, at the same time that I was attending weekly Mass. I 

questioned whether I belonged to this Catholic faith when I didn’t believe in much 

of what was being taught from the pulpit and from the leader of the Church. I was 

embarrassed and angry at the abuse of clergy power perpetrated on not only 

children and women but also men who spoke out against the inequities. Yet, at the 

same time, there were parts of the faith and the long held tradition that were 

beautiful and meaningful to me. The Sacraments were an important element in my 

life and the universal nature and the mystery of the church as I understood it were 

compelling to me. The principles of Catholic social teaching such as the dignity of 

the human person, human rights, cultural development, the common good, global 

solidarity, preferential care for the poor, economic viability for all, democratic 

participation, stewardship of creation, peace and disarmament, and institutional 

change that benefits everyone, especially marginalized people29 aligned well with 

my personal views.  

When I attended a university course on the documents of the Second 

Vatican Council I felt many emotions; anger (that I hadn't been exposed to these 

ideas previously), exoneration, relief, disappointment and a call to action. For the 

first time in my almost fifty years as a practicing Catholic, I heard the words that I 

knew were true but were unspoken in the churches that I had attended. I 
                                                           
29

 Duggan, Michael. Creating a Civilization of Love. Glossary of some terms central to Catholic Social 
Teaching. November 7, 2011. 
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experienced my own Aggiornamento and I felt it in a heartfelt way, deep within me. 

I knew that I had to begin to challenge these absolute truths that I had been taught. 

I grew up in a Roman Catholic household which did not promote free or 

independent thinking. "If the priest or the Church said it, it must be so" was an 

unspoken mantra in my first family home; one that I had unwittingly adopted into 

my own life. As I began to reflect on doctrines that were instilled into me I began to 

examine them using a different filter. At times, as I developed a different view they 

had a startling impact on me. When I began to consciously examine the infallible 

declaration of the Immaculate Conception of Mary, which was established by Pope 

Pius IX in 1854 I found that it didn't resonate with me and this caused me to further 

reflect on the concept of infallibility for the church of today. The Spirit of Jesus 

resides within all of the faithful who live in the gospel of love and as such it is a 

charism for the whole church not for one chosen individual. The original notion of 

infallibility came from the indefectibility of the church of God and that as individuals 

we may betray the Gospel, but as a whole we won't fall into complete error and 

betray Jesus in the core of its teaching. I noted that the idea of infallibility is not in 

the creed of the Church but rather was something that was unilaterally declared by 

Pope Pius IX in 1864. I believe it would be irresponsible of me to believe all that the 

pope says without critical analysis and applying the principle of Aggiornamento to 

contextualize the concept of infallibility or any of the other teachings of the Church. 
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I recognized that this was not the end of my faith journey, but rather that it 

was the beginning of my discovery into my faith. I entered more fully into Fowler's 

Conjunctive level of faith whereby "there must be an opening to the voices of one's 

"deeper self." “Importantly, this involves a critical recognition of one's social 

unconscious - the myths, ideal images and prejudices built deeply into the self-

system by virtue of one's nurture within a particular social class, religious tradition, 

ethnic group or the like."30 I recognize that my faith life and approach to church life 

and its teaching are meant to be dynamic and evolving.  

Another principle that the Second Vatican Council was founded on was the 

concept of Ressourcement; a French word meaning a "return to the sources of the 

Church's heritage in the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek texts of the Bible."31 It was an 

appeal to return to the sources and to understand Christianity as originating within 

Judaism and not reading the Old Testament texts for only how they point to Jesus. 

Ressourcement attempted to understand the Gospel within its original setting in the 

20th Century and not only in the Latin translation of the Bible. Ressourcement saw 

the path of reform and renewal in the church via a return to the biblical and 

patristic sources. Ressourcement theologians saw a return of Christian faith as 

necessary to the purpose of drawing out the meaning and significance of these 
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sources for the critical questions of our time. Ressourcement is sceptical of the 

present because of what is has discovered in the past. It invites a return to the 

sources not to confirm the present but rather to make changes to conform to a 

more profound tradition.32 Interestingly, it appears that with Aggiornamento and 

Ressourcement each of these themes was moving in a contrasting direction: the 

goal of Aggiornamento was to engage the contemporary world where 

Ressourcement aimed to understand the Gospel in its original texts written two-

thousand years earlier. However, Ressourcement theologians had a dual concern: to 

engage with the contemporary world while ensuring the essential unity of theology. 

Vatican II gave birth to a fresh vision that incorporated the earliest Christian sources 

while engaging the modern world.  

I, too, have experienced a ressourcement within my own life. Through my studies in 

Clinical Pastoral Education I have had the opportunity for deep reflection about 

returning to my roots as a child of God. I have worked at not using the exclusive 

filter of the church teaching to shape my ideas but rather connecting with the quiet 

voice that resides within me. I have learned to look at the original source of my 

being and how that has shaped me as a citizen of this world. I understand myself to 

be a daughter of God, created in love and because I have received and integrated 

that love, I can and should give that love away to others. I have to transcend my 
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own egotism and respect my own interiority so that I can be who I am truly created 

to be.  

Another key principle that was adopted by the Second Vatican Council was 

the idea of development. Development was usually understood as "movement 

further along a given path."33 It was intended to be a cumulative process whereby 

the tradition was expanded and made richer by looking at an issue with a different 

or more weighted lens. An example of this was the definition of the Immaculate 

Conception of Mary put forward in 1854 by Pope Pius IX being expanded and 

further defined by the Assumption of Mary in 1950 by Pope Pius XII. The idea was 

that development took the present as the norm for understanding the past while at 

the same time searching the past to find evidence to confirm the present and to 

further develop it for the future to achieve greater fulfillment. Development 

suggests further clarification and is a cumulative process 

This idea of Development resonates within me at a deep level. It is at the 

core of who I am and how I try to make sense of my life experiences as they relate 

to my personhood and my vocation as a spiritual care provider. It is also inherent in 

the work that I do with patients, families, students, faculty and staff; that is, helping 

individuals to look within to see how the past has shaped their lives and to ask 

                                                           
33

 John O'Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2008), 39 



 
 

24 

 
 

questions in a way that leads to further growth, development and fulfillment for the 

future. 

When I was growing up in my family of origin’s home I was always 

encouraged by my parents to be the best that I could be. This has been a theme 

throughout my life: always striving to do and be the best. I would pay attention to 

the voices that were around me to the exclusion of the voice that whispered to me 

from within. Prior to entering into the Clinical Pastoral Education program I was 

very cognizant of and intentional about ensuring that I did things “right.” Right to 

me meant no errors, working one hundred and ten percent on every project or task 

that came my way, and always working to surpass the expectations of those around 

me. Often this left me feeling anxious and stressed because I could never quite 

measure up to the external voice urging me to “do better” or “to do more.” My 

worth was based on what I had accomplished not by who I inherently was.  

I recall, when I was working as a pediatric nurse, a day that we were short 

staffed. I was extremely busy caring for several acutely ill children who required on-

going assessment, many treatments and medications. I managed to provide safe 

and compassionate care throughout my shift, meeting the needs of both the 

patients and their families. However, in these extreme circumstances, an 

intravenous infusion of another child, who was less sick and was managing well, 

came out of the vein and infused into the surrounding tissue for an hour without 
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my noticing. Although, this is a common event with children by the nature of their 

activity level and fragility of their veins, I berated myself and questioned whether I 

was fit or safe to be a nurse. I ignored the complex, skilled and empathetic care that 

I had provided to the other children and their families instead berating myself for 

the one small oversight that I had made.  

When I am not fully present or when I am not taking care of myself or when 

I am under stress, this same need to overachieve can show up in other areas of my 

life including my practice as a spiritual care provider. The first week that I started in 

my position as Director of Campus Ministry at a small Catholic liberal arts university, 

I felt overwhelmed by the enormity and diversity of the position, thinking that I 

could never measure up to the person who held the position prior to me. I felt as if I 

wasn’t “good enough” to be there because I did not know enough! Well, of course, I 

didn’t know enough; I had only been on the job for a few days. During my Canadian 

Association for Pastoral Practice and Education training, I became painfully aware of 

my need to validate my worth and began to challenge my own paradigm that I was 

only worthy when I had earned it or proved myself deserving. I began to question 

this paradigm of having to be the best and comparing myself to others and slowly I 

began to develop a new, more genuine image of myself.  

I am sensitive to patients, students or faculty who share their feelings of 

inadequacy with me. It is very rare for those with whom I speak to be able to name 
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these feelings of not being good enough or measuring up, often telling their own 

story in the words of others. “Matthew is so unkind, he is always putting others 

down.” “Jennifer always sees the worse in others, she makes everyone around her 

feel bad about themselves.” “No, I don’t really want to be in school but my parents 

want me to get a university degree.” I can hear the unspoken words, the 

projections, and the longing for acceptance that shroud their stories because these 

were once, and sometimes still are, my own words, my stories and my own sense of 

longing. I am now free to ask those questions that have been asked of me such as 

“whose voice is that speaking to you (my father’s), what makes you worthy (being 

human), or how do you understand your purpose?” I have grappled with these 

questions in my own life and so I have the freedom to explore these questions with 

others. My life is not inert but rather a dynamic process whereby I continue to 

develop insight and to grow into my future. Ressourcement is a way of looking back 

so that I can continue to move forward.  

The Second Vatican Council was conceived by Pope John XXIII in January 

1959 and the opening of the Council took place on October 11, 1962. Pope John 

died June 3, 1963 after overseeing the first session of the Council. Pope Paul VI 

succeeded Pope John and under his leadership sixteen documents were 

promulgated in his name and in the name of the Council. These documents touched 

the essence of the Catholic faith and continue to shape the lives of many today. 
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Pope John's inspiration, which he described as "a flash of heavenly light,"34 

breathed new life into the church and introduced changes that have permeated all 

facets of church life. The flow of the documents and the serenity which they imply 

belies the often bitterly contested debate that took place within the Council.  

The four constitutions which were promulgated are considered highest in 

rank of all of the documents.35 These constitutions were seen to provide orientation 

for interpretation of the remaining documents. They are the cornerstone of the 

documents that were generated from the Council. The remaining documents, nine 

decrees and three declarations, ranged from Mass Media to The Ministry and Life of 

Priests.36 The sixteen documents differ both in rank and importance or impact yet 

they form a coherent structure and as such should be interpreted in this way. I will 

discuss the three constitutions that are covered in this integrative study paper. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LUMEN GENTIUM: DOGMATIC CONSTITUTION ON THE CHURCH 

The pope promulgated the document on the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church 

on November 21, 1964 after it received overwhelming support by the council 

fathers in a final vote of 2,151 to 5.37 This was a remarkable document that adhered 

to the guiding principle of development. It holds a central place among council 

documents and it is the primary document from which the other council documents 

flow. Lumen Gentium sets forth the fundamental understanding of the church itself. 

Like many of the final documents of the council, Lumen Gentium was not initially 

supported by the council fathers and the schemas underwent many and sometimes 

drastic revisions. The criticisms of the initial document that were generated from 

the preparatory phase were aimed at the language and concepts of De Ecclesia as it 

was originally titled. Bishop Emile de Smedt of Belgium heralded the critique for its 

"triumphalism, clericalism, and its juridicism."38 Cardinal Giovanni Montini (who 

later became Pope Paul VI following the death of Pope John XXIII) also weighed in 

on the initial schema of the church saying "Yesterday, the theme of the church 

seemed to be confined to the power of the pope. Today, it is extended to the 

episcopate, the religious, the laity and the whole body of the church. Today we 
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have discovered other realities in the church - the charisms of grace and holiness, 

for example - which cannot be defined by purely juridical ideas."39 

The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church defines the church as a mystery.40 

This language cannot help but be surprising to many who knew the church as 

believing itself as having all the answers when it came to matters of faith. Many 

rightfully accused the church of triumphalism, of believing that its ideology was 

superior to others. However, the language that was eventually accepted in the first 

chapter of Lumen Gentium was the word mystery. This word allowed interpretation 

and implied the hidden presence of God. Choosing the word mystery to describe 

the church was theologically very important because it "recalls the church to a 

renewed contemplation of the presence of God within it."41 

Theologically, a mystery is something that reveals the presence of God and 

as such mystery can be used interchangeably with the word sacrament. The 

preconciliar Baltimore Catechism defines a sacrament as “an outward sign 

instituted by Christ to give grace."42 Sacraments can be said to make God present to 

the world. In the opening paragraph of Lumen Gentium we read "Since the church, 
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in Christ, is a sacrament - a sign and instrument, which is of communion with God 

and of the unity of the entire human race."43 Sacraments therefore are a sign of 

God's grace and the instrument that God uses to convey grace. 

In Colossians 1:26-27 Paul writes "I […] made known the mystery that had 

been hidden throughout the age […] but has now been revealed to the saints. To 

them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the 

glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.”44 The mystery is 

Christ dwelling within the community by dwelling in each member of the 

community. The mystery is that the indwelling is in all people, not just a chosen 

few. God includes all people and the mystery is the gift of God's presence to unite 

everyone and love all people. It is to bring people together so that people know 

that God lives within them and that no person is excluded. In God's design everyone 

is included. 

When I provide spiritual care to students or faculty, it is within this context. 

Catholic to me means universal. If I identify as a Catholic Christian, it means that I 

am a citizen of the world connected with every other human being on the planet. It 

means that I must make a decision to care for every person because every person is 

my responsibility. The Roman Catholic Church is not the whole church and 
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therefore churches must find the way toward unity with one another. The purpose 

of the church is to bring unity to everyone, not to be centered on itself. "All are 

called to this catholic unity of the people of God which prefigures and promotes 

universal peace. And to it belong, or are related in different ways: the catholic 

faithful, others who believe in Christ, and finally all of humankind."45 The 

documents are telling me that if I am to experience the presence of Christ, it must 

be in my sisters and brothers. The more that I get connected with others, the more I 

will get connected with the life of God that is living within me. 

I am reminded of a patient for whom I cared when I was working as a 

spiritual care provider at one of the acute care hospitals in Calgary. This man had 

many hospitalizations to withdraw from alcohol and was generally quite sick at his 

admissions. I was asked by the charge nurse to visit this gentleman as he was 

preparing for discharge. When I went into the room, I met an unkempt man who 

was sitting up in bed. There was an unpleasant odor in the room and a mound of 

soiled clothes on the windowsill. I began to talk to this man about his plans to 

return to the reserve outside of Calgary. We spoke about forgiveness, of self and of 

those whom he had hurt, mostly his children and partner. He interrupted our 

conversation to ask if I was able to get him clean clothes. The first time that he 

asked, I referred him to the social worker as she was the custodian of clothes for 

patients who did not have their own. However, when this patient asked me the 
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second time later in the conversation if I would be able to get him clean clothes, I 

paid closer attention and asked him what was important to him about these 

clothes.  

He explained that he was going back to the reserve as he had many other 

times following his hospitalization but this time he felt different and he wanted his 

exterior to reflect the change that he was experiencing inside. He felt as if he was 

ready to stay sober this time and wanted to return home reflecting his new resolve 

exteriorly. I was able to locate clothes for him that were nearly new and were clean. 

We had a small ritual and blessing over the new clothes and we had a sending off 

ritual for the old clothes. Theologically, this man was being born anew; he was 

being transformed in his new life, from a place of hopelessness. I overheard some 

of the nursing staff commenting derogatorily that we would probably see the 

patient back in for detoxification next week. I understood their reticence in 

believing in this gentleman; however, in that moment, in that instant, he was made 

new. I, too, have stumbled when trying to make changes and have been held by the 

grace of God as I start over again and again. As part of his faith tradition, I was also 

able to arrange for a smudging ceremony prior to his discharge to which the patient 

invited me to attend. It was very moving as he wore his new clothes and brushed 

the smoke from the sage and sweetgrass onto his new attire. He commented to me 

later that he now he felt as if his exterior matched his interior.  
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I believe that what I experienced in that hospital room with that gentleman 

was what the council fathers were referring to in the Lumen Gentium constitution. 

When I was able to listen to this man and to hear his heart, I met God. God identifies 

with the one who everyone else shuns. It is the person who is most cast aside who is 

the person God most cherishes. In the same way, the piece of myself that I throw 

away, the piece of myself that I shun is the part of me that God cherishes and will 

redeem. When the document talks about unity, it is this mystery to which I believe 

they are referring; God's decision to bring all humankind into communion with God 

and with each other. God begins with the people who are marginalized and "cursed" 

(Jesus on the tree) so they know that all are redeemed by God, no one is excluded. 

Desmund Tutu reminds us in his speech to the World Council of Churches “We, too, 

can make it only together – we can be safe only together. We can be prosperous only 

together. We can survive only together. We can be human only together."46  

The council fathers took seriously the task of ecclesiology, the formal study of 

the church. Vatican II was a council of the Church about the Church reflecting on its 

very nature. Henceforward the church, equipped with the gifts of its founder and 

faithfully observing his precepts of charity, humility and self-denial, receives the 

mission of proclaiming and establishing among all peoples the kingdom of Christ and 
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of God, and is, on earth, the seed and beginning of that kingdom."47 The Church is 

not an end of itself but rather it is a means to an end to bring all things into unity. If 

we are to be faithful to the Lumen Gentium document then we must care for all 

people. The document highlights "faithfully observing his precepts of charity, humility 

and self-denial"48 but says nothing about ensuring that the people we care for are 

Catholic. There is no qualifier that these "all peoples" need to be Christian or 

believers in God. I believe that this is what we must be about and this idea has 

shaped and formed my person and my vocation as a spiritual care provider. This is 

simply about the experience of being human. Our church structures can be good, but 

only so far as we are caring for one another. I believe that it is imperative to look 

around our churches and ask ourselves "who is not present in this building" and why. 

This is a good barometer of how we are doing as church.  

The chapter of Lumen Gentium titled The People of God is extremely 

significant because there is a marked shift from previous thinking in that it stressed 

the fundamental quality of all members of the church, rather than the strong 

vertical line of ruler - subject.49 The new way of thinking of the church was that the 

church was horizontal and consisting of all of the baptized without distinction of 

rank. In Lumen Gentium, the hierarchical structure of the Church is relocated to the 
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whole people of God. The document later speaks about the church hierarchy but it 

is in the following chapter (Chapter III) after The People of God. Each person is given 

the manifestation of the spirit for the common good. I believe that the council 

fathers were trying to highlight that in a community each person has a gift to share 

for the good of all. The people who do not have exceptional gifts are equally 

important as those who do. Paul says something very similar in the First Letter to 

the Corinthians (12: 4-7): "Now there are varieties of gift, but the same Spirit; and 

there are varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of 

activities, but it is the same God who activates all of them in everyone. To each is 

given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good."50 I believe that each 

person must ask themselves, “What is my responsibility to being in community with 

others - for caring for others?” 

It is my belief that we cannot think outside the context of community. We 

can only understand what the church is when we understand humankind. Humans 

need communion with life, with humankind and with God. Human beings originate 

with God and include relationships with everybody. Christianity must reflect the 

Gospel according to the diversity of cultures in the contemporary world and move 

from a pre-colonial (Euro-centric) world view to a post-colonial worldview and be 
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inclusive of all. The church is an organic process that grows interiorly from the life 

of God.  

St. Mary's University College is a faith community with many gifts and 

talents and much diversity. Many students have no faith tradition with which they 

identify or they have rejected the tradition they have grown up with as irrelevant to 

them. Yet, I often witness a deep spirituality within them that they may not have 

claimed for themselves. The documents of Vatican II, and in particular Lumen 

Gentium, calls us to recognize the indwelling of Christ in each member of the 

community and to recognize the gifts that each person brings.  

An area of growth for me has been in recognizing the indwelling of the Spirit 

within myself. I have not had difficulty recognizing God in other people, even those 

who I would not choose as friends, but when it came to acknowledging that God 

resides within me, I did not feel worthy. I believe that this was partly due to my 

upbringing and partly due to the teachings of my faith. I had been taught explicitly 

and gleaned from my time at a Catholic girls' school, from the pulpit, and from my 

parents to externalize God. This also happened through adoration of the Blessed 

Sacrament whereby time is spent in front of the monstrance experiencing God in a 

consecrated host. Recently, I was at church during the day and there were several 

young children who were laughing and running around in the hall outside of the 

Blessed Sacrament chapel. A woman came out of the chapel and spoke sharply to 
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the children telling them that she was trying to pray and that they were disturbing 

her. The irony of this struck me as these children were so full of life and are the life 

of the church yet this woman wanted them to be quiet so she could find God. I did 

not want to judge her but I wanted to say "look, God is in front of you - in the 

running noses, in the dirty hands, and in the frazzled mom who is trying her best to 

please you and her children. You don't have to go into that quiet room and sit in 

front of the ornate monstrance to find God. God is here, in these children, in me 

and in you." 

The church also has the faithful explicitly state their unworthiness week 

after week, year after year in the Mass. At the end of the communion rite during 

the Mass, in response to the priest’s words "Blessed are those called to the supper 

of the lamb" the congregation is meant to reply "Lord, I am not worthy that you 

should enter under my roof, but only say the word and my soul shall be healed."51 I 

question what effect that this admission of unworthiness time and time again has 

had on my ability to internalize God. I made the decision several years ago that I 

would no longer repeat that response as it was not useful in helping me come 

closer to God. When I can reflect on the indwelling of God in me, I can recognize the 

indwelling of God in others around me and this is the wisdom that the council 

fathers sought to impart. I believe this is also what Paul was trying to impart to the 

Gentiles in the form of encouragement in Ephesians 3:5-6 "In former generations 
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this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to his 

holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, the Gentiles have become fellow 

heirs, members of the same body, and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus 

through the gospel." 52 

Baptism and the Eucharist are two of the primary Christian sacraments. In 

Lumen Gentium the authors describe Baptism as “In that Body the life of Christ is 

communicated to those who believe and who, through the sacraments, are united 

in a hidden and real way to Christ in his passion and glorification. Through Baptism 

we are formed in the likeness of Christ: ‘For in one Spirit we were all baptized into 

one body.’”53 In Romans 6:5-6 Paul says that "For if we have been united with him 

in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his. We 

know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be 

destroyed, and we might no longer by enslaved to sin."54 In both of these texts 

baptism is described as a sacrament of self-emptying. I believe that when Paul 

speaks about "sin", he is talking about estrangement or alienation from one’s self. I 

believe that Paul sees sin as a sense of being strangers to ourselves, to others, to 

God and life. When he speaks about being free from sin, I believe that he is talking 
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about being free from the expectations of others and the drives that are rooted in 

our ego and not grounded in love.  

If I am to be truly a servant I must be free from my own egotism for the 

basis of service is self-emptying. It is a willingness to allow myself to be transformed 

and to become uniquely the individual that God called me to be. It is a self-

acceptance and wisdom which allows me to become authentically who I am. When 

Paul talks about our old self being crucified with Jesus, I believe that to mean that 

we have to give up the expectations of our self, our parents, our culture and 

anything else that calls us away from who we were uniquely created to be. Through 

the process of baptism - dying and rising to new life - we are invited to become 

authentic persons. I must die to the feelings of estrangement and alienation from 

myself so that I can be authentically me. For the way that we come to know Christ is 

by the process of death and new life; that is, the death of our own egocentric life to 

lead us into a new life of wholeness. In order to truly be united with Christ, we must 

identify our own unique, genuine self. Our primary vocation is to be uniquely our 

self, only then can we accept the differences of other people. The person that I am 

most likely to disregard is paradoxically the person who is most likely to introduce 

me to God. If we are at home in our own skin, then we can be at ease with others 

and we can focus on being a citizen of the world. For it is only then that our gifts are 

truly manifested and we can become a servant and be united to others.  
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In my family of origin, I was always admonished to do better, to do more, 

and I was compared to my other siblings. Over time I internalized this drive to win 

the approval of those around me by excelling in whatever I did. This did not come 

without many personal and relational costs. Prior to my work as a spiritual care 

provider, I worked as a clinical nurse educator. I was responsible for the training 

and ongoing education support of one hundred and thirty nurses and ten clinical 

support staff. I worked exceedingly hard, long hours to ensure that I was recognized 

as the "best" clinical nurse educator in our department. This was not at a conscious 

level but rather it was an unconscious drive that I would not have been able to even 

articulate at the time. I revelled in the positive feedback forms that came in from 

my training. My worth was tied up in my performance and my expectations of 

myself were very stringent. The expectations that I had of others were equally 

gruelling and I was very critical of myself and others if the often unstated 

expectations that I set were not met.  

I could not be in relationship with myself because I was a cruel taskmaster. I 

could not be at home with myself because I was insecure and vulnerable to my 

fears that someone may find out that I was not as competent and assured as I was 

leading others to believe. I was not a whole person because I was being driven by 

the sources of my own insecurity and sense of unworthiness. I was a stranger to 

myself and to others. I did not accept myself as I was instead trying to create myself 

to be something and someone that I was not. I could not be in true relationship 
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with others because I was projecting my own sense of unworthiness onto them 

which made me appear judgemental and hypercritical. It was like being on a 

treadmill which I could not get off. The more I did and the more I was recognized 

for the work, the harder I strived to be that much better. I could not be in 

relationship with God because I could not rest in or trust in God's love. My God at 

that time was a judging God waiting to catch me up and, after all, I certainly was not 

worthy to be loved by God; my church reminded me of that week after week. Thus I 

ensured that I went to church every Sunday, I went to confession at the prescribed 

times, and I tried to excel as a Christian in the ways that I and my priest judged to 

be important. I was exhausted!  

One day, I was reflecting on the scripture where Saul is on the road to 

Damascus (Acts 9:1-19) and is struck down by a bright light and was without vision 

for three days. Saul was an ardent enemy of Jesus and was very active in 

persecuting Christians; Paul was a doer and he got things done. When he lost his 

vision, he was in darkness for three days and he was unable to do anything, 

including getting around by himself, so "they led him by the hand and brought him 

into Damascus."55 I observed that it was in the darkness that Paul was given new 

life, when he was still, when he was not doing or being something but when he was 

simply being. I decided to have my own Damascus experience by taking a three day 
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silent retreat and staying in a hermitage away from others. I rested, I meditated, 

and I did a lot of listening and being. In that place, a feeling came to me, a gentle 

breeze and it said "You are my daughter and in you I am well pleased." Not because 

of anything that I was doing or saying or producing, but because I simply was. When 

I reread the story of Saul during this time, I noticed at the end of the story that after 

the scales were removed from his eyes and he could see again, he was baptized. He 

died to his old self and his ego and he was born again to new life as his authentic 

self. 

As I have begun to integrate this teaching into my life, my experience of 

people has broadened and deepened. I have begun to understand people and 

places in ways that I had not understood before. Furthermore, as I have become 

more at home with others, I have begun to find the home within myself. I am 

learning to become a human being that is safer to be with today than I was 

yesterday. I am learning to be gentler with myself and with others. I know that the 

Spirit dwells within me as the Spirit does in others. "Strengthened by so many and 

such great means of salvation, all the faithful, whatever their condition or state are 

called by the Lord - each in his or her own way."56 No one has had my experiences 

and I am an expert on what my experience has given to me. I have learned to come 

home to what is inside of me; that place where I can meet God and belong to God, 
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to myself and to my community. I move from a place of being estranged from 

others and from myself, to a place of unity.  

This way of thinking, that all human beings are holy is the foundation to my 

work as an interfaith chaplain. I am a woman, working in ministry in a church that 

does not support the rights of women to work in this capacity despite there "being 

no evidence among critical scholars of the Bible that would suggest that women 

should not be in the ordained ministry of the church."57 Yet, I can continue to find 

comfort in the words of the council fathers who developed and debated and 

struggled with the documents of the Second Vatican Council and, in particular, 

Lumen Gentium, just as I have done and continue to do. "All women and men are 

called to belong to the new people of God. This people, therefore, remaining one 

and unique, is to be spread throughout the whole world and to all the ages in order 

that the design of God's will may be fulfilled."58 I am integral to the design of God's 

will as are all of my brothers and sisters.  

The document goes on to say that the Church of Christ “subsists” in the 

Catholic Church59; that is, the Church of Christ is bigger than the Catholic Church 

and includes other “Christian” denominations. The Church is an organic process 
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that grows interiorly from the life of God. In his speech to open the third session of 

Vatican II, Pope Paul VI said "The Church is not an end in itself."60 The Church is a 

means for the unity of all people and for God. The church is meant to serve human 

kind and no one is excluded from this activity. The Roman Catholic Church is not the 

whole church, it includes everyone who is a disciple of Christ. The church is not a 

"perfect society" that locates itself in eternity, outside of the actual situations of 

human beings at this particular time in history. The document continues: "many 

elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside its visible confines."61 The 

Council insisted that everyone who has been baptized is a sister or brother in the 

Lord of all Catholics.62 The Council endorsed the ecumenical movement and called 

for the elimination of judgments, words, and action that were an impediment to 

relations across denominational lines. The purpose of the church is to bring unity to 

everyone and not to be centered on themselves. The pope is not the church. The 

pope's charism is to unite the church not to divide it. John Paul II in his encyclical 

letter titled Ut Unum Sint, states: "At the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic 

Church committed herself irrevocably to following the path of the ecumenical 
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venture"... and "this is a specific duty of the Bishop of Rome as the Successor of the 

Apostle Peter."63 

My mother tells the story of my baptism shortly after my birth. My mother 

was unwell from the delivery and her mother, my grandmother, was holding me for 

the baptismal ceremony. When it came time for the Baptism, the priest took me 

from the arms of my grandmother and placed me in my mother's arms explaining 

that, because my grandmother was from the Protestant tradition, she could not 

hold me during the act of immersion. This is the faith into which I was baptized, but 

it is not the faith that I practice today.  

In the chapter on the “People of God” in Lumen Gentium, the Council 

explains that the church is a people before it is an organization with a hierarchical 

structure. The concept of the people of God derives from the "assembly" whom 

God called out of slavery and into freedom. This image suggests a humble people 

who are on a pilgrimage living in covenant with God and foregoing the temptation 

to dominate others.64 The faithful share a common experience of the Grace of God 

and where they share life with one another. The Church is meant to be a refuge or 

place of communion with God and all people. We are made holy because the Holy 
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Spirit has been given to each one of us. I believe that to be truly holy, one has to be 

faithful to the uniqueness of one’s self. The life of the church is within all people. 

This is a premise that I build on for my pastoral work in spiritual care: to 

make a home for all; students, faculty and staff and to eliminate judgement and 

words that will inhibit relationship between people or denominations. As such, 

when I am planning events, it is with a focus on inclusion and hospitality. These 

events should be a place for all to come and to be safe. Some students practice 

their spirituality within a faith tradition, but many more do not. What I would like 

our students to experience is that foremost, we are a community that cares for 

each other and we can only be as well as the least well person within our midst. 

When we share our life together, we experience the grace of the indwelling God.  

In the constitution of Lumen Gentium, the laity are called to the "priestly, 

prophetic and kingly office of Christ and play their part in carrying out the mission 

of the whole Christian people in the church and in the world."65 The council fathers 

are saying that the Spirit of Jesus resides in all who are baptized and all are called to 

live out their priestly calling. As a woman practicing in the Roman Catholic faith 

tradition, these were powerful words. My previous understanding was of a 

hierarchical model whereby the priest was the head of the local church and the laity 

(i.e., I) was to be subservient. The council addressed this dissention between the 

                                                           
65

 Flannery, Austin, O.P. (ed.), The Documents of Vatican Council II: The Basic Edition, Northport NY: 
Costello, 1996, 9 
 



 
 

47 

 
 

ordained and the laity in the church by stating "Pastors were instituted in the 

church not so that they take upon themselves the whole burden of building up the 

Mystical Body of Christ but that they might nourish and govern the faithful in a way 

that would result in everybody cooperating together in accomplishing the common 

task."66 This new paradigm illuminated in Lumen Gentium not only invites me into 

full participation but demands that I carry out my mission in the church and in the 

world. Baptism is the basis for equality in the church. While the pastors may be the 

leaders of the church, their ultimate role is to encourage the active participation of 

all members of the church. 

Catholic lay women and men, by their baptism and confirmation are empowered, 

in Christ through the Holy Spirit, to be priests, prophets and kings. A prophet embodies 

the vision of God in the present body. The prophetic voice is an invitation to be the 

change that God wants to see in the world. Not only in my role as a professional 

spiritual care provider, but also as a citizen of the world, I am at times called to be 

the prophetic voice; that is, to speak out in order to bear witness to the truth. Recently 

it was suggested that we change a certain social justice policy based on feedback 

from one of the larger donors at the university where I work. There seemed to be a 

will to make this change in order to please the donor. There was discussion around 

the table about the feasibility of this change and how quickly it could be 
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implemented. I felt compelled to ask the larger question “what would the impact of 

this change be to our students and to our campus, did this change align with the 

vision statement of the university?” My authority to ask this question came partly 

as my role as Director of Campus Ministry but also as my role to be a prophet in the 

world through my baptism and confirmation. 

We are also called to a priestly and kingship role, that is serving and caring 

for the community. In the Old Testament, the idea of the Messiah was of a king, 

royalty, of being served, but Jesus turns this idea upside down by his paradoxical 

life. He does not conform to the Old Testament idea of a king but rather talks about 

the first being last and recognizing God in the homeless and marginalized. As 

priests, I believe that we, too, are called to serve others, those whom we love, and 

also those who we may feel estranged from or simply do not like. Like Jesus, our 

role as king, is not about dogma or doctrine or creed but rather relationship. 

Kingship is a service extension of the priestly office and involves service of care for 

the community. It is my belief that God loves each one of us and is faithful to us in 

relationship. We are loved into being and faith is the consent to being sustained by 

that love. As priestly kings we begin to treat people the way we have been 

sustained in love.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

DEI VERBUM: DOGMATIC CONSTITUTION ON DIVINE REVELATION 

Dei Verbum is one of two dogmatic constitutions issued by Vatican II (the 

other is Lumen Gentium.) Therfore, Dei Verbum is one of the most authoritative and 

important documents of Vatican II. Its purpose is to present the Church’s 

understanding of revelation, the process by which God communicates with human 

beings and expresses God's self in our world. Revelation is more than the verbal 

messages that God gives through the written word; it is the way that God is 

revealed in God's entirety.67 The Council affirmed the traditional teaching of the 

Church that scripture was born from both divine and human origins. The council 

fathers also affirmed the relationship between revelation and inspiration; which 

was that God's revelations are made known through the Holy Spirit and therefore 

all of the New and Old Testament writings are sacred and canonical because they 

were written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.68 The document does not go 

so far as to define the "inerrancy" of scripture but affirms that scripture teaches all 

that we need for our salvation. It focuses on the truth of the Bible rather than its 

inerrancy.  
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"It pleased God, in his goodness and wisdom, to reveal himself and to make 

known the mystery of his will (Eph 1:9), which was that people can draw near to the 

Father, through Christ, the Word made flesh, in the holy Spirit and thus became 

sharers in the divine nature."69 This is a sharp contrast from how revelation was 

discussed in Vatican I; "pleasing to his wisdom and goodness to reveal himself and 

the eternal laws of his will"70 Vatican II uses more inviting language and describes 

revelation as proceeding from the person of God and not merely through divine 

decrees. According to Vatican II, the content of revelation is the mystery, not the 

eternal laws, of God's will. Dei Verbum talks about the mystery of the church and 

redefines what mystery is. Mystery is not something that is not understood and 

that resides within the heavens but it is the unfolding of God's purposes right within 

history. This could be included to mean within my own family and within the four or 

five (and beyond) generations prior to my own. I believe that is what Vatican II is 

talking about when the council speaks about revelation. Revelation is not an 

aberration, revelation is the communication of God's life in love, moment by 

moment, unceasingly, without ever stopping, and it does not depend on our 

awareness of it. Revelation is the disclosure of a person.  
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Vatican II emphasizes the uniqueness of each person. One size never fits all. 

Each person is unique which is a gift as well as a burden and a responsibility. 

Vatican II also emphasizes interiority or the journey a person has to make to their 

own soul or to define their own inner being, to find that place where God dwells; 

and so it is with the church. The church is built from the inside outwards. As one 

comes home to one's self through the mercy of God who heals brokenness, God 

befriends what we cannot befriend in ourselves. The church is not an organization; 

it is not an institution: it is an organism. It grows from an interior life where God 

and Christ indwell us in the Spirit and invite us into a life with one another. As the 

church grows as a place of relationship, it becomes a sign of hope for people across 

the world. In the Gospel of John, when Jesus is praying at the time of his passion, he 

says, "I ask [...] that they may be one, as you, Father, are in me and I am in you."71 If 

the church is not one, then we cannot be one and I believe that this is what the 

council fathers meant when they identified church as the people of God. 

I was recently at a lecture where the presenter invited the group to reflect 

on how you feel when you are sitting in church. What is going on inside of yourself 

when you are in the pews; why do you attend church? I have reflected on these 

questions for some time and as I have been sitting in church I reflected how I have 

been feeling. In years past, I would not even have thought to ask such a question. 

How I was feeling about attending Mass would have been completely irrelevant to 
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me. I was at Mass because that was what expected and if I had any hope of 

salvation I would not miss Mass simply because I did not feel like going. However, I 

reconciled that line of thinking within myself some time ago. I observed that I 

attend Mass at least twice a week and every day possible when I am on holidays. 

But why, I asked myself again? Recently as I was sitting in Mass reflecting again on 

this question and I began to look around me. I observed our choir director who was 

joyfully encouraging and leading the choir through various hymns. He is a bundle of 

energy and serves the church community wholeheartedly. I joined the choir earlier 

in the year with my adult daughter and I looked over at her, bringing life to her 

section of the choir. I listened to the women with a developmental disability tell the 

same story about her husband that she had repeated many times previously. I 

celebrated with the young woman who sits beside me who told me that she and 

her husband were expecting their first child. I laughed with an eighty-seven year old 

woman who told me about attending her grandson's wedding and "dancing her 

shoes off." She laughed and explained that she danced the whole night and finally 

took her shoes off because her feet were so sore. I watched as the priest interacted 

with the altar servers laughing with and teasing them; and then it hit me! I came to 

church because I experienced God in this place. Yes, the sacramental aspect of the 

Mass was important to me, but it was the people in all of their frailties, their 

idiosyncrasies, their imperfections where God was revealed to me. It is in the 

meeting of the community that I meet God and this is why I keep coming back. For 
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me, one important way to experience revelation is in the experience of being, being 

together in community, and being together with God.  

Another way that I experience the revelation of God is through meditation 

and contemplation. The revelation of God takes place in wordlessness; it is before 

words. I must have the experience of being before I am able to come to the words. I 

find it by sinking down into the depth of an experience which may include standing 

in the middle of a rain storm or watching the ocean waves rise up against the rocks 

in the water. It is ultimate simplicity without thought. Sometimes it is being in the 

presence of my husband or one of my children without having to say anything. It is 

experiencing God as Abba. The constitution of Dei Verbum reminds us that 

"[revelation] comes about through the contemplation and study of believers who 

ponder these things in their hearts. It comes from the intimate sense of spiritual 

realities which they experience."72 Experience is the key word here for me. It is at 

the level of my being that I experience God and that I can rest in God's revelation. I 

have heard contemplation described as "resting in the smile of God." The love of 

God takes root in the hearts of those who have experienced God. 

This is where I often experience God, in the silence and in the quiet place 

that resides within me. I get away a minimum of four times a year to a quiet retreat 

centre to simply be. I believe that it is imperative for my wellness and self care and 
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for the integrity of my position as a spiritual care provider. I have described this 

time away as my date weekends with God. I make the retreat silent by staying in 

one of the hermitages and away from the general population. I listen, I rest in God 

and I am. I have come to experience these times as deeply meaningful and 

restorative. I do not take meals at the retreat centre so I do not have to speak to 

the others who are also experiencing the time of solitude. It is a time for me to be 

in communion with God in an uninterrupted and intentional way. The paradox is 

that by structuring the weekend, I am open to the leading of the Spirit.  

The revelation of God to God’s people in many ways is the story of my life. It 

is not all there is but this is the only raw material that I have in my relationship with 

God. Everything else is an idea. It is in books- in very great sacred books- but at the 

end of the day Vatican II, validates my existence and that of every person. It 

validates the experience, understands the experience, and understands the 

shadows as well as the light. This is where I encounter God; in the human person, in 

myself and in the person who is right in front of me.  

Many of the documents, decrees and constitutions at Vatican II were 

accepted only after heated and sometimes acrimonious debate. Dei Verbum and 

especially the document on the centrality of the Bible in the theology of the church 

is an example of this discord within the Council. The opposition lay in the 

relationship between tradition and scripture. Bishop Andre-Marie Charue of 
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Belgium and other proponents with theology from the Council of Trent were 

determined to put forth their position that tradition contained truths not found in 

scripture.73 His position was not well supported amongst the Council; however the 

proponents who supported this position defended it adamantly as essential dogma. 

After several revisions and with Pope Paul VI's pressure to resolve the conflict, the 

eventual wording of the document read: "Thus it is that the church does not draw 

its certainty about all revealed truths from the Holy Scripture alone."74  

The definition of tradition was a hotly contested issue and one which at 

times divided the council fathers. When they came to defining tradition, the 

language that was used was "all that the church is" against "all that the church 

has."75 "All that the church is" denoted a sense of permanency, it is God-given and 

therefore must not change. "All that the church has" ties into the full legacy of the 

church in the past. It is traditional rather than tradition and implies that things must 

change. Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, as a member of the editorial committee for Dei 

Verbum, attempted to provide clarification of tradition as "the many-layered yet 

one presence of the mystery of Christ throughout all the ages; it means the totality 
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of the presence of Christ in this world." 76 This definition of Christ as the one source 

of scripture and tradition was more palatable to the committee and placed 

Ratzinger in the more liberal group of the council fathers.  

When I think about tradition I think about a way of being or a way of life. It 

is a handing on of culture and a way of being together with one another. Within the 

church, I believe that it is going back to the sources in biblical texts to ask what was 

their experience of a particular event and how do we experience that event today. I 

believe that we need the interior experience of the life of God. It is a return to 

ressourcement and the ability to recognize the reflection of grace in our lives. It is a 

living out of these words in my generation and all generations who came before me 

and who will come after. Before the words is experience, and experience gives 

meaning to the words so that these words become fresh in every generation. When 

I read scripture, I align my experience with the experience of the texts. I am then 

able to hand on to another person the life that I have received, the life of God that 

has sustained me in spite of myself.  

I have adopted a practice along with meditation of Lectio Divina, a "slow, 

contemplative praying of the Scriptures which enables the Bible, the Word of God, 

to become a means of union with God. It is an experiential hearing of the Word of 
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God.77 It is undertaken not with the intention of gaining information, as an exegesis 

or as a way to manipulate scripture, but rather using the texts as an aid to connect 

with the living God. Lectio means "reading", but during the first centuries of the 

church, most Christians could not read and so the word was spoken, repeated and 

absorbed into the mind.78 Lectio involves four steps: (reading), Meditatio( thinking), 

Oratio (praying) and Contemplatio (Contemplation).79 When I practice Lectio, I read 

the scripture slowly, several times over, and find that often a particular phrase or 

word will invite me to concentrate. I hear the words and allow myself to feel the 

words and enjoy them. I allow the words to do their work in me and to sink into my 

consciousness (Meditatio.) I then begin to use my imagination to experience the 

episode in history that is being described; I enter into the passage. Then I let go of 

my thoughts and imagination and I simply am. I allow myself to be free of thoughts 

and simply rest in the Presence and experience the feelings, emotions and 

intuitions that these stories evoke (Contemplatio). I repeat my word or words softly 

within myself and I rest. I revel in the process whereby the passage and my life 

experience get to know each other, converse with each other, and discover each 

other (Oratio). There is a coming together or growing “communion” between the 

passage and life experience. In the final step I recommit to live my life in the 
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presence and grace of God. I share my thoughts and observations with God 

including my struggles and my doubts, but mostly I listen. It is a practice that allows 

me in my mind to travel from thought to experience and from words to being.  

This is how I understand tradition. Scriptural stories were first told orally and 

were later written down in text form. Scripture is based in tradition and comes from 

an inspired community. When I read the texts, I am reading the faith experience of 

the community, and I can come alongside that and join in. Tradition is at the root of 

scripture. It is a dialogue of the experience of the community and Jesus, lived out in 

love and expressed in words. Tradition is living out those words in every generation, 

living out the experience of revelation, and refreshing it in every generation. I have 

to join with my own experience and listen to the experiences of those with whom I 

work and with whom I interact. I believe that there must be a dialogue between 

experience and word. I need to understand before I speak. It is almost 

incomprehensible to me as a post Vatican II child, that my mother was discouraged 

from reading the bible by her parish priest. The Council refuted this by encouraging 

the faithful to "familiarize themselves safely and profitably with the sacred 

scriptures and become steep in their spirit."80 

When I immerse myself in scripture, I become part of the story and my 

experiences become those of the characters in the bible and of those around me. 
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When I reflect on the Exodus story, I connect to the sense of lack of belonging, the 

alienation and the liberation, because I, too, have an Exodus story. Growing up as 

the youngest of four children (the closest sibling to my age was five years older than 

me) I often did not fit in with the "other kids." My three older siblings were very 

close in age and they were a group unto themselves into which I was occasionally 

invited, but only if I behaved according to their standards. As a young girl, I chose to 

play the bagpipes as my musical instrument and played in a pipe band where I was 

the only female. I married a man of Asian descent and we have two bi-racial 

children. I worked as a Clinical Nurse Educator where I did not fit in with the nursing 

group because I was their instructor and evaluator, yet I also did not fit in with the 

management team as I was in the union. I studied theology and became a chaplain 

in the acute care sector of a hospital where chaplains are, sometimes, not well 

received or understood by the nursing and medical staff. Then I moved into Campus 

Ministry within a faith based institution where my values do not always align with 

the teachings of the church. I provide spiritual care to the staff and faculty. In 

keeping with professional ethics regarding appropriate boundaries, I do not have a 

social relationship with anyone on the team. I no longer fit in with the hospital 

chaplains because I work in an academic setting.  

I know well the experience of alienation and lack of home. It therefore 

allows me to listen to the stories of the faculty member who lived as an only child, 

with an abusive father and a mother who treated him as her spouse. I can listen to 
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the laments of the gay student who does not feel as if she belongs in a Catholic 

university and does not know how she will explain her sexual orientation to her 

Catholic parents. My story becomes the story of the staff member who feels as if he 

does not fit within his department and does not know how he will continue to work 

in an environment where he does not feel part of the team. All of these stories are 

my stories and they are the stories of the Israelites and they are the stories of those 

who have come before me. As a community we are one and are united in the grace 

and love of God. It is a dialogue of our experiences and the revelation of the grace 

of God. I believe that all pastoral life focuses on the experience of the person sitting 

in front of me. When I can understand the experience of the one who I am with 

then I can understand the disposition of God.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

GAUDIUM ET SPES: PASTORAL CONSTITUTION ON THE CHURCH IN THE MODERN 

WORLD 

Gaudium et Spes is the longest of the documents issued by the Council and 

the one that resonates most deeply with me and has had the most influence on my 

ministry as a spiritual care provider. Even the name of the document is 

unprecedented: the Pastoral Constitution. Its title as “pastoral’ indicates how it sets 

out the relationship of the church to the world and to people. When I read the 

opening sentence of Gaudium et Spes, I feel a great sense of hope and peace. This 

sentence summarizes a portion of my theology and affirms my beliefs. "The joys 

and hopes, the grief and anguish of the people of our time, especially of those who 

are poor or afflicted, are the joys and hopes, the grief and anguish of the followers 

of Christ as well. [...] They cherish a feeling of deep solidarity with the human race 

and its history."81 These words encapsulate not only the content of the document 

but the spirit in which it was written. The document was written by the council 

fathers to express their deep concern for the world and as a genuine commitment 

to the welfare of all people.82 The council fathers were aware of the gross economic 

disparity in the world and Gaudium et Spes highlighted the discrepancy between 
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luxury and poverty. Pope Paul VI wrote “To satisfy the demands of justice and 

equity, strenuous efforts must be made, without disregarding the rights of persons 

or the natural qualities of each country, to remove as quickly as possible the 

immense economic inequalities, which now exist and in many cases are growing 

and which are connected with individual and social discrimination."83 

This concept is a key motif in my work as a spiritual care provider; the idea 

that we are all one and are meant to be in community, caring for each other, in 

order to be well. The human person is understood in relationship to all people. We 

grow insofar as we are in contact with the broad spectrum of human kind. We are 

only as close to God as is the person most alienated from human society. The poor 

are our teachers and mentors, for it is through them that we encounter God. They 

put us in touch with our own poverty, and it is there that we meet God. Social 

justice is the essence of Christian being and essential to human life. One of the 

elements central to Catholic social teaching is the idea that every person, by nature, 

lives in community with all other persons and that the good of each person depends 

on the good of the whole community. It is a commitment to the idea that I am 

connected with everybody else on this planet and that we must act according to the 

common good. We can only be well together. Gaudium et Spes challenges our 

privileged status and questions how we can be connected with God when we are 

not connected with all people, including our enemies. "All women and men [...] are 
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created in God's image, they have the same nature and origin; [...] there is a basic 

equality between all and it must be accorded ever greater recognition."84 

"Furthermore, while there are just differences between people, their equal dignity 

as persons demands that we strive for fairer and more humane conditions."85 

Social justice is the work of advancing equality among human beings. This 

includes the defence and protection of basic human rights and freedoms as well as 

actions that redistribute the resources of the earth so that all human beings have 

the means of survival. If it is to move beyond charity only, it must include working 

on behalf of change in institutions for the betterment of everyone. Systematic 

change is required. On 28 July 2010, the United Nations General Assembly explicitly 

"recognized the human right to water and sanitation and acknowledged that clean 

drinking water and sanitation are essential to the realisation of all human rights."86 

St. Mary's University College Social Justice Committee, comprised of faculty, staff 

and students, has chosen the social justice theme of "water" as the focus of our 

fundraising and education initiatives for this year as well as the focus of our 

fundraising initiatives for the upcoming year. St Mary's became the first university 

in Alberta to become “bottled water free” earlier this year after we removed the 
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sale of bottled water on campus. We have developed initiatives to educate our 

campus about the basic human right for clean water and sanitation and we have 

integrated this project into all aspects of campus life. Our professors have taught 

about the ethics and the biology of water, the literature department has chosen 

texts related to water and social justice, and the theology department has taught 

about Catholic social justice teaching in relation to water. We have touched on the 

aesthetics of water by having a school-wide photography contest including 

categories of water in its natural beauty, water as waste, and an open category. We 

have included the spirituality of water by having an Aboriginal water ceremony led 

by an Aboriginal elder and by having our clergy integrate water into their homilies 

at weekly Mass. We have education boards, we tweet the students interesting facts 

about water, and we have had held round table discussions following 

documentaries about water and have hosted various guest speakers who have 

spoken about the commodification of water. Yet, we still, sometimes, get negative 

feedback from people who do not wish to be inconvenienced by our initiatives.  

The council fathers were well aware of human's proclivity to individualism 

and dedicated a chapter to its discussion in Gaudium et Spes: "[...] it is imperative 

that no one [...] would indulge in a merely individualistic morality. The best way to 

fulfil one's obligations of justice and love is to contribute to the common good 
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according to one's means and the needs of others."87 The documents of Vatican II 

invite individuals to work from Personalism: the notion that personhood carries 

with it an intrinsic dignity that merits unconditional respect and love. A person’s 

belief system, their sexual orientation, their gender, their financial status and their 

race are not important. Personalism encourages us to understand ourselves in 

relationship to other people and to develop our personality by engaging or meeting 

others and by caring for other people. It invites us to ask the question "what has 

happened and what is currently happening to my brothers and sister." Gaudium et 

Spes reminds us that "the more closely the world comes together, the more widely 

do people's obligations transcend particular groups and extend to the whole 

world."88 

The counter to personalism is individualism where people define themselves 

over or against another, in distinction from another. Individualism is the idea that if 

you look after yourself then the system will work. Individualism stresses that the 

individual has moral worth and champions the pursuit of individual rather than 

common interests. You become a unique person by competing and overcoming 

other people whereas personalism says that you become a unique person through 

connection with other people and, Christian personalism adds – in relationship with 

God. Recently in Calgary the local news has reported vandalism in a neighbourhood 
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where someone cut down twenty trees in the hopes of improving their view of the 

city skyline. This action not only defaced the area but has compromised the 

ecological integrity of the property and the forested area around these homes. “By 

cutting down the trees, you’re removing the natural retaining wall that’s supporting 

your backyard,” Ripley (the city’s manager of parks, planning and development 

services) said. “It could be permanent. If the slope starts to fall, it could damage the 

whole area.”89 I don't believe these people were necessarily evil people but they 

were operating from an individualistic perspective; advancing their personal goals 

and desires over and above the good of others.  Pope John Paul II in his Encyclical 

Sollicitudo rei socialis, teaches that "it is a firm and persevering determination to 

commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good of all and of each 

individual, because we are all really responsible for all."90 Personalism is a decision 

that we make to care for all people, including ourselves. 

This story of the trees happened to make the front page of the local 

newspaper because it was sensational in nature. It highlights the greed of 

individuals and the paper printed the outraged responses of the aggrieved 

community members. Even the mayor of Calgary weighed in, threatening to erect a 

fence high enough to obstruct the view of the suspected individual's home for the 
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next twenty years - the length of time it would take for the trees to re-grow. 

However, I question how many times in one day individualism takes precedence 

over personalism; how many times I choose my own good over the good of my 

brothers and sisters or society at large. I do not shop exclusively at Fair Trade 

establishments; at times I extend my shower for the sheer joy of the warmth of the 

water on my body; I exceed the speed limit if I am short on time with no 

consideration for putting those around me in jeopardy; I have thrown out food 

simply because I have forgotten that it was in the fridge and it has spoiled. At times, 

it is inattention that has led me to individualism but at other times it is me choosing 

to put myself ahead of others. I have not operated according to the instruction of 

the Council in Gaudium et Spes which reminds us that "God [...] desired that all men 

and women should form one family and deal with each other as brothers and 

sisters."91 God's design is that people would be connected to each other. Everyone, 

regardless of religious belief or lack of such, shares a common destiny in a world 

where we all need to live together.  

Vatican II is very interesting for the language of emotion that it uses 

compared to previous Ecumenical Council documents or encyclicals. The documents 

use words like love, affection, joy, suffering, affliction, anguish, hope, alienation, 

despair, and peace. Previous councils spoke on ethical norms, thoughts, dogma, and 

ideas but Vatican II talks in the language of feelings. When reading the documents, 
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it takes the reader from head to heart. Gaudium et Spes is for all people of the 

world and written for the world at large. These are not documents that are simply 

cerebral. They are documents which seek to articulate the tradition and invite 

people to experience. This council also addresses its comments and teachings to 

include all of humanity; no one is left out. "Now that the Second Vatican Council 

has studied the mystery of the church more deeply, it addresses not only the 

daughters and sons of the church and all who call upon the name of Christ, but the 

whole of humanity as well."92 "The world which the council has in mind is the world 

of women and men, the entire human family seen in its total environment."93When 

the document talks about the community or the church, it does not speak about 

Catholics over or against others. It speaks about the Church of Rome, but beyond 

that to all who are members of other theistic traditions including Jews and Muslims 

as well as other Christians and traditions of the East. There is also reference made 

to people who are agnostic and people who are atheists because nobody is left out. 

God wills that all people be brought into the life of God in union with one another 

and the church reverences that.  

This has deep implications for my work as a spiritual care provider within a 

faith based organization. My "church" must be the student who is angry at God and 

her parents; the Muslim student who felt she had nowhere to pray her daily 
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prayers; the professor who turned away from God and his parents' religion as a 

teenager and carries the anger towards a judging God even today; the students 

who have never been exposed to any faith tradition; the student whose beliefs are 

very traditional and admonishes me to make an announcement in Mass about who 

is and is not eligible to receive communion. I must care for each one of these 

students, faculty and staff and express the love of God to them in the language that 

they can hear. The documents of Vatican II tell me I must be that person who is safe 

enough for others to draw close to in the harmony of conversation, of listening, of 

friendship, of hospitality and of unity. If I am to be true to the words of Gaudium et 

Spes I must also be that person in my personal life. I have a responsibility to extend 

the love that has been given to me and that originates with me to all human beings.  

The document goes on to talk about "human solidarity": we are not created 

to live as individuals but rather to be in communion with one another and with God. 

Life within the church in terms of relationship becomes very important because 

churches are meant to be signs of hope. That, despite their diversity, conflicts, and 

differences, people who can live together as a community ultimately bring the 

whole church into the divine presence. In terms of the sacred path, it is one thing to 

say that we find our way into God through the sacraments, through a life of prayer, 

repentance and holiness but one of the things that Gaudium et Spes highlights, as 

do many of the other documents of Vatican II, is that nobody gets there alone. "In 

his preaching he clearly described an obligation on the part of the daughters and 
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sons of God to treat each other as sisters and brothers. In his prayer he asked that 

all his followers should be one."94 This document does not focus on individual 

salvation, but rather how we all come together to find our way. "This solidarity 

must be constantly increased until the day when it will be brought to fulfillment."95 

This is the parable that the author of Luke tells about: the reversal of fortunes for 

the rich man and Lazarus where the rich man has all of the earthly luxuries and 

Lazarus has nothing, save for the scraps from the rich man's table.96 This idea of 

individualism is not the way that we find our way and why the council fathers 

placed such a significant emphasis on relationships in the documents of Vatican II. 

"For by their innermost nature men and women are social beings; and if they do not 

enter into relationships with others they can neither live nor develop their gifts."97 

These words are telling us that as we journey into God we will come to know 

ourselves in relationship to one other.  

The Gaudium et Spes document affirms the dignity of the human person. 

Vatican II also emphasizes the uniqueness of each person. One size never fits all; 

each person is unique. The document invites us to look at the complexities of every 
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person and listen to the stories of their life. We are called to listen to what makes 

that person a unique individual including their experiences, their feelings, emotions 

and aspirations. Each person has been given a unique vocation and the challenge 

that is put before us is to come to terms with our own uniqueness and the 

uniqueness of others. God values diversity. We were not created to be the same; 

we have our own stories, our own culture, our own ethnicity and our own 

experiences that are uniquely ours. We are free to love all people based on our own 

acceptance of the love of God. Each culture has wisdom to inform the church and to 

validate the institution that is borne out of a new way of honouring the uniqueness 

of each culture. "Similarly the church has existed through the centuries in varying 

circumstances and has utilized the resources of different cultures [...] to examine 

and understand it more deeply, and to express it more perfectly in the liturgy and in 

the life of the multiform community of the faithful."98 Christianity must reflect the 

Gospel according to the diversity of cultures in the contemporary world. Vatican II 

says that we must have relationships with other Christians and dialogue with 

people of all religious traditions. One becomes faithful to one's tradition in 

conversation with other people who are faithful to their traditions. There is also the 

focus on service where people of all traditions and people of no tradition are joined 

together in this grace of service which is extending the goodness of God to the 

world at large. The church must not be an agent for imposing Christianity on other 
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faith traditions and cultures. Vatican II says these dynamics are essential to living 

one’s life as a disciple of Jesus. Each of us is the meeting place of God and the 

community. The health of the community is dependent on the indwelling of the 

Holy Spirit in each person, including one's self. 

As we recognize the dignity of each person we are also called to recognize 

the dignity and uniqueness of ourselves. We have to come home to ourselves and 

be at home in our own skin. I have to learn to connect with the me that is me, that 

does not originate with me. Social justice and the recognition of the dignity of each 

person is founded on the quality of knowing that I am absolutely loved for who I am 

and then extending that love outwards. By letting go of my egotism and comparing 

myself to others, I can be the genuine person that I am made to be. The document, 

of Gaudium et Spes, places an emphasis on being; simply being one's self and being 

in Christ. In order to be true to God, I must be true to myself. When I am genuinely 

myself, then I am in touch with God. When I am myself and I acknowledge in my 

depth the person that I have been created to be, I make a space that is safe for 

others to be themselves and for us to be together simply as we are. "For by their 

power to know themselves in the depths of their being they rise above the entire 

universe of mere objects. When they are drawn to think about their real selves they 

turn to those deep recesses of their being where God who probes the heart awaits 
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them, and where they themselves decide their own destiny in the sight of God."99 

My ego sees others as rivals, while my true self sees others as companions. I have 

to explore my own interiority to discover who I am and it is there that I discover 

God.  

When I was working as a nursing supervisor, I was approached about applying for 

two positions in the area in which I was I was working; one was for a nursing 

assistant manager and the other position was for a clinical nurse educator. At first, I 

was taken aback and flattered to be afforded the opportunity to be asked to apply 

for both positions and I initially was most drawn to the role as assistant manager. I 

liked the way it sounded, I thought that it would look good on my resume, it 

matched the idea that I had of moving up within Alberta Health Services, and it was 

prestigious. I even went so far as to fill out my application for my Masters of 

Business Administration. While my intellect was telling me that this was the right 

move, in my times of quiet meditation, I had a feeling of uneasiness about this 

position. I felt anxiety about acting in this role (even though I knew that I could 

manage the responsibilities) and a sense of estrangement from myself to be 

something that I was not. In the past I would have discounted these feelings as 

"stupid" or "lazy" if I attended to them at all. Now I began to question these feelings 

and what they were trying to tell me. I asked myself who I was trying to be, whose 

expectations I was trying to meet, whose approval I was looking for and what it 
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would cost me to ignore my feelings. How was I living out my vocation to be wholly 

me?  

In the book of Romans, Paul writes about the forces that are at work in the 

present evil age including sin, death and the law.100 Paul views Christ's death and 

resurrection as a cosmic event. He explains that by his death, Christ brings the 

present evil ages to an end and by his resurrection, Christ brings about the age to 

come.101 I believe that when Paul talks about sin he is talking about the power of 

estrangement from one's genuine self, from others and from God; that one 

becomes a stranger in the world with a sense of lack of belonging. When I am 

estranged from myself, I do not accept my own personhood and am harsh and 

unforgiving of myself. Death is the power of annihilation; the sense of hopelessness 

and being overwhelmed. It is the feeling that I do not have the resources to cope 

and I should just give up. Law is the power of perfectionism. It is the idea that I am 

in control of my destiny and I am never good enough but I am going to continue to 

try and do everything perfectly even though it is not attainable. 102 This is the 

human experience of life in the present evil age to which I believe Paul is referring. 

It leaves people with an often undefined sense of fear and anxiety related to being 

wrong or eventual punishment. There is the feeling that the other shoe is going to 
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drop but no sense from where or how. Often I experience these feelings somatically 

within my body as chest tightness or heaviness or a clenching in my stomach. There 

is a sense of enslavement to the systems of expectations and feeling controlled. My 

response to try to mitigate these feelings is to try harder; get more disciplined; 

work harder and do what is right.  

Paul goes on to discuss the forces at work in the age to come. He speaks of the 

spirit that is the inner life of God given to human beings; the life of God indwelling 

in people. He speaks of grace as the benevolence and the kindness and the 

compassion of God. It is a disposition by which one operates. It is a communication 

of God's life that has overcome death in Christ. The human resource that responds 

to these forces is Spirit, the capacity to receive God's indwelling spirit anew; the 

capacity to receive love. The human experience of life in the age to come is peace 

and a sense of wellness in relationships to self, others and God. It is a sense that it is 

good to simply be one’s self. There is a sense of belonging and of being at home 

with God, moment by moment and all of the time. There is freedom to live life from 

within the core of one's being. No longer is one controlled by expectations. There is 

a freedom to be imperfect or to fail and for that to be okay. The response to the life 

of the age to come is faith, confidence and trust because of a deep knowledge of 

unconditional love. It is an awareness of being held together by something that is so 
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great that it can always hold us together, despite ourselves. 103 Paul assures us that 

“if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, 

everything has become new.”104  

Paul talks about baptism as internalizing the Christ event. One passes from the evil 

age to the dawning of life to come. There is a self-emptying in baptism; a release 

from the powers of the present evil age: sin (estrangement), death (annihilation of 

self) and law (perfectionism.) It is about letting go of the powers that lead us to be 

strangers to ourselves, letting go of perfectionism and the enslavement to hard 

work as a means to prove our worthiness. When we accept the forces of the age to 

come (the Spirit of God, grace and the life that has overcome) there is a sense of 

freedom, peace and an experience of belonging and confidence that comes from 

the acceptance of being loved without conditions. It is permission to be kind to 

myself and an increasing confidence because I am loved.105 

The primary vocation of each person is to be uniquely oneself, for it is then 

that each can accept the differences of other people. We have to die to all that is 

false and artificial within our lives and find a home within our own skin. When I was 

contemplating accepting the position as assistant manager, I was denying who I was 
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by putting forth my false self: the projection of my ego onto my life. It was not the 

position that I was truly interested in but it was expected, it was more prestigious 

and had the potential for me to continue to climb the ladder of "success." I had the 

general feeling of uneasiness and anxiety but in my usual pattern I derided myself 

for those feelings and ignored them. However, this time, my true self would not be 

silenced and I felt compelled to listen. I withdrew my application from the MBA 

program and I accepted the position as clinical nurse educator. I enrolled in the 

Master of Theological Studies Program at St. Stephen's College and I found peace. I 

found freedom to live my life true to the core of my being.  The paradox was that 

even though I had picked a path that did not seem to "make sense", I felt more 

comfortable than I had in a long time. When the inevitable questions of "what are 

you going to DO with that degree" came forth, I trustingly replied “I am not sure but 

I have confidence that it will be for good.” I was able to come home as Parker 

Palmer describes: "the figure calling to me all those years was, I believe, what 

Thomas Merton calls ‘true self.’ This is not the ego self that wants to inflate us (or 

deflate us, another form of self-distortion), not the intellectual self that wants to 

hover above the mess of life in clear but ungrounded ideas, not the ethical self that 

wants to live by some abstract moral code. It is the self-planted in us by the God 

who made us in God's own image- the self that wants nothing more, or less, than 

for us to be whom we were created to be."106 
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Gaudium et Spes goes on to talk about the dignity of one's moral 

conscience. The documents demand that one honours the conscience that has been 

written on his or her heart, even when it goes against church doctrine! As a woman 

who grew up in the Catholic Church, I had never heard this concept, yet I was 

reading it in a series of documents generated by my church. "All are bound to 

follow their conscience faithfully in every sphere of activity so that they may come 

to God [...] Therefore, the individual must not be forced to act against conscience 

nor be prevented from acting according to conscience especially in religious 

matters."107 As if that was not enough, the document goes on to say: "The reason is 

because the practice of religion of its very nature consists primarily of the voluntary 

and free internal acts by which human beings direct themselves to God. Acts of this 

kind cannot be commanded or forbidden by any merely human authority."108 This 

was a ground breaking revelation to me and at first I felt angry and betrayed by my 

church. I remember asking no one in particular, "Why have I never heard this 

before?!" 

I also felt vindicated for many of the actions and decisions I had made. 

When my husband and I were first married, I was finishing my last year of a nursing 

diploma and we were not ready to start our family. While the Catholic Church 
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teaches that birth control is a grave and immoral act, my husband and I knew that it 

was what was right for our family at that time. We chose to plan our family rather 

than to risk having children while I was completing my training as a registered 

nurse. I have also attended Mass at the church of a woman priest. These women 

have been excommunicated by the Roman Catholic Church and forbidden to 

celebrate Mass. Yet, deep within me, I hear a voice that does not exclude anyone 

based on gender, race, or socio-economic status and I follow that voice. Gaudium et 

Spes reminds us: "Conscience is the most secret core and the sanctuary of the 

human person;"109 it is the place where one encounters God. The document affirms 

that "men and women should be left free to make their own decision so that they 

might of their own accord seek their creator."110 
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CONCLUSION  

In Pope John XXIII's opening speech to the Council in 1962, he spoke words 

that would change the institution of the Catholic Church. He spoke of updating the 

Church and renewing it spiritually by reflecting anew on the Word of God. He 

dreamed of healing the divisions between Christian faiths and encouraged 

Catholics, people of all faith traditions and those of no faith traditions.111 I do not 

imagine that Pope John XXIII could have envisioned the "spirit" that over took the 

Council and influenced and changed the teaching on religious liberty and human 

rights. I am sure that he did not envision the profound influence that the 

documents that he and the Council promulgated would have on many of the 

faithful, including me. 

I was conceived almost to the day of the opening of the Council and born just 

before the start of the second session of the council. Pope John XXIII died five days 

before I was born. I grew up in the Catholic faith that was post Vatican II. I remember 

receiving communion in front of the communion rail on my knees with my tongue 

extended with the priest on the other side of the rail. I remember questioning how 

the bread could really be the "body" of Christ and the incomplete "because the 

Church said so" response that I received. I remember memorizing the answers in the 

Baltimore Catechism in preparation to receive the Sacrament of Holy Communion 
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and I could dutifully recite them when the priest asked but I had no understanding of 

what I was repeating.  

“Q. What is the Holy Eucharist? 

A. The Holy Eucharist is the Sacrament which contains the body and blood, soul and 

divinity, of our Lord Jesus Christ under the appearances of bread and wine. 

Q. What happened when our Lord said, This is My body; this is My blood?  

A. When our Lord said, This is My body, the substance of the bread was changed into 

the substance of His body; when He said, This is My blood, the substance of the wine 

was changed into the substance of His blood.”112 

I am embarrassed to admit that this remained my sole understanding of the 

sacrament of the Eucharist well into my adult life. There is something slightly 

comforting about this child-like belief that something magical happens through the 

priest that does not require any intervention or participation from me, so long as "I 

believe." However, the documents of the Second Vatican Council have challenged me 

to a deeper and more meaningful interpretation of the Eucharist. I believe that this 

sacrament is a deeply meaningful ritual that causes me to reflect on the 

transformation, the passage from death to life in Christ. I believe that Eucharist and 

transubstantiation refers to the passage of Jesus from death to life in God. Jesus 

conquered the power of death, alienation and sin -one's ego- and rose to new life. It 
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is the deliverance of what binds me and I know that I belong to God, to my 

community and to myself. Christ gathered the community into one and we are 

gathered into one at the table of the Eucharist. The spirit uniquely experienced in 

each person draws all people into a community of life. This for me is Holy 

Communion with God and with all members of the Body of Christ. It gives me 

connection with all those in exile, those who are poor and marginalized. The 

revelation of God is fluid and moving and I need others to help me along the way. 

When the priest says that "do this in remembrance of me" I do remember; I 

remember that God will deliver all of us today from slavery into freedom - a freedom 

to live as ourselves and to be free from what has enslaved me. I cannot help but be 

transformed each and every day that I receive the Eucharist. 

I never could have found this deep meaning in the Eucharist if it were not for 

the documents which not only invite me to act from the wisdom that is inside of me, 

but demands that I respect my own interiority and the sacred space that is inside of 

me. I have to be faithful to my own experience and to the voice that speaks to me 

from within. It is all I have. When I was approached by the student asking me to make 

an announcement for our weekly Mass that only Catholics should be coming forward 

to receive communion, or when I was asked by the director of liturgy in the diocese 

to put at the bottom of the bulletin that only Catholics in good standing should come 

forward to receive communion, I knew that this was not something that I could do. I 

could not be faithful to my conscience and exclude anyone from the Eucharistic table 
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who desires to be there. These are not decisions that I believe can be made lightly or 

from a prescribed book of rules; they must be wrestled with and owned by the 

person who is in relationship with God and community. 

In my work as a hospital chaplain, I had the responsibility for working on-call 

to respond to emergencies during the evening, night and early morning. One 

evening, I received a call from the maternity unit at one of the hospitals to come and 

see a young couple who had learned earlier that afternoon that their child had severe 

physical anomalies and the physicians were recommending that the pregnancy be 

terminated. This couple had tried for several years to conceive and they and their 

family members were eagerly anticipating the birth of this child. When I walked into 

the room, the mother's parents were there, the mother was in the hospital bed, and 

her husband was sitting on the window ledge. The room was somber and when I 

came into the room, the grandparents excused themselves. I introduced myself and 

asked how they were doing. Both of the parents were tearful and took turns 

explaining to me what the physicians had told them about their child and the severity 

of the child's condition. The father's question to me was simply "if we do what the 

doctors suggest and have an abortion, will we go to hell?" Their pain, fear and guilt 

were evident in the question and they waited expectantly for me to answer. Not 

unlike the question of the Eucharist, I knew that this was not something that I could 

answer. It was too important and an integral part of their grieving process. I saw my 

role as helping them to answer this question for themselves. They explained that the 
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hospital needed to know whether they were going to have an abortion that night so 

they could make plans for the delivery. I worked with the nursing team to ensure that 

the couple could take the time that they needed to make the decision and that there 

was no pressure to make a quick decision. We then began to talk about who God was 

for each of them; we talked about forgiveness and the afterlife, all within the context 

of their faith tradition. After an hour, I suggested to the parents that I would go for 

the night but that I would be back to see them in the morning. When I returned the 

next day, they had more questions and we spoke about hope, and more about God 

and forgiveness. When I left this couple at lunchtime, they had made a decision as to 

how they would proceed with the pregnancy. It was a decision that they had 

wrestled with, they had struggled with it, they cried over it, and we prayed together. 

In the end, they looked into their conscience and they made a decision that was right 

for them in communion with God and in the best interest of their child. They did not 

settle for the easy answer of someone in authority (me) providing the answer to 

them but rather, they were able, after discussion and prayer, to find the answer 

within themselves. This did not lessen their grief, but it allowed them to start the 

process of grieving.  

I had long struggled with my ego, and trying to earn my worth in the eyes of 

others. I had been unable to see my inherent worth. These feelings of inadequacy 

were long-standing and left me anxious and fretful. I felt as if I had to do more, do 

better, be someone else, keep hidden who I was because I knew that I was not good 
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enough as I was. This was not being humble but rather a denial of who I was meant 

to be. I was not safe for others to be with because I did not make a safe place for 

myself. When I was able to let go of needing to prove myself and simply be, I was 

able to settle into my life. I was able to be in relationship with others more fully 

because I no longer felt as if I was in competition with them. I believe that God has 

designed me to be free but I cannot be free when I am enslaved to my fears and 

isolation from self. Mother Teresa of Calcutta asks: "but how can I love myself unless 

I accept myself as God has made me?"113 

The Second Vatican Council was called to bring forth change in the world, to 

bring harmony to the followers of Christ and to all people. When I see the scandals 

that are occurring in the Church and when I experience the changes that have been 

implemented seemingly to return us to a more traditional time, I can get discouraged 

and wonder if Vatican II made any difference. Sometime ago I made a promise to 

myself that I would not be in a faith tradition that encouraged practices that made 

me unwell. Despite being a "cradle Catholic", I do not feel compelled to live out my 

life within the Catholic faith if it is harmful to my spiritual growth. I do not agree with 

the Church's stance on women ordination, contraception, gay marriages, clericalism 

and celibacy for priests. There are parts of the Mass that I refuse to say and I do not 

participate in the recent directive from Rome to kneel at the consecration. I see 
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many, if not most, of the content of the Vatican II documents ignored or forgotten by 

the Vatican and the Diocese of Calgary. So why do I stay? 

If it were not for my understanding and study of the documents from the 

Second Vatican Council, I do not believe that I would have continued practicing in the 

Catholic Church. Reading these documents has been an affirmation of my life. They 

are like a lighthouse for me to go towards. The words of the council fathers lead me 

when I am lost, or when the water is rough, or when I find myself about to crash into 

the rocks. While the church does not appear to be integrating these teachings into 

the life of the faithful, I can choose to integrate the spirit of the documents into my 

life. I can draw closer to God and to my sisters and brothers by coming to know the 

revelation of God in those around me. I can welcome the opportunity to be in 

dialogue with other faith traditions and I can continue to worship in the sacred 

spaces of my Jewish, Sikh, Christian and Muslim friends. Mother Teresa was quoted 

as saying "Of course I convert. I convert you to be a better Hindu or a better Muslim 

or a better Protestant. Once you’ve found God, it’s up to you to decide how to 

worship him"114 I can make the community of St. Mary's University College a place 

that is welcoming to all. I can continue to meditate, to pray, to practice yoga, and to 

develop a contemplative lifestyle which invites me closer to my genuine self and 

ultimately closer to God. 
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Surprisingly to me, I provide spiritual support and counselling not only to the 

students of St. Mary's but also the faculty, staff, donors and friends of St. Mary's. In 

this privileged position people often share their pain and their angst in their faith, 

most commonly with the Roman Catholic Church. A man the same age as my father 

who has lived as a Catholic his whole life told me with shame and great anguish that 

he felt that he could no longer attend the Catholic Church. He went on to tell me that 

I now knew what his children, and his wife knew: that he could no longer go to a 

place where he felt bullied and alienated. He felt betrayed by the church that has the 

documents of the Council as a blueprint but chooses to ignore their substance. Many 

of our friends do not attend Mass and of those who do, very few of their children 

attend Mass. At the Mass celebrated by the woman priest, the majority of the 

congregation is in their sixties and older. Pope Benedict in his homily on Holy 

Thursday 2012 called the faithful to obedience to the Church and suggested the 

Church was better off with fewer and more obedient congregants. "And they help us 

realize that God is not concerned so much with great numbers and with outward 

successes, but achieves his victories under the humble sign of the mustard seed."115 I 

believe that if things continue as they are going within the Church without dialogue 

or some kind of a reformation, there will indeed be an exodus from the Roman 

Catholic Church. If one considered Catholics who have left the faith tradition a 
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religion, they would be the second largest religious denomination in the United 

States.116 

I believe that in order to stop the exodus from the Church, there will need to 

be another Aggiornamento or renewal within the Catholic Church. Perhaps there will 

need to be an Ecumenical Council to give voice to the laity and priests who are 

working most closely with the people of God. As progressive as the Second Vatican 

Council was, it only represented fifty percent of the population as women did not 

have any voting authority in the deliberations. There is a call amongst the faithful for 

shared leadership and vision. The National Catholic Reporter sent a questionnaire to 

approximately three hundred women, laity, priests, bishops and cardinals asking 

“What are up to 12 additional items you would want to see on a council agenda?”117 

The responses varied from “the issue of married priests, women ordination, social 

justice, interfaith dialogue, divorce, same sex marriage, a call for liturgy in the 

vernacular, church hierarchy and the role of the laity."118 This suggests to me that the 

faithful are engaged and remain hopeful for their church. 

I am not ready to leave the Catholic faith tradition. The rich tradition of 

Catholic teaching related to social justice, the Sacraments, and the varied and 

inclusiveness documents of the Second Vatican Council provide enough reason for 
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me to stay. I have also come to a place where the teaching of the institutional church 

is not the spiritual authority in my life; I am. 

As Vatican II and I share our fiftieth birthdays in the upcoming year, I believe 

that we have both come a long way and we still have a long way to go. The 

documents have been my companion even when I was not actively aware of them. I 

will continue to allow them to influence my person and my work as a chaplain. I pray 

in thanksgiving for the tradition of my church and that these profound documents of 

the Second Vatican Council will continue to work within me and to guide me in 

bringing myself and others to wholeness. .  
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God of love and mercy 
 

I thank you for the gift of me and for my existence 

and I thank you for the gift of life together with my family and in my community, 

with all of my sisters and brothers who are alive today on this planet. 

I ask for your protection and your mercy for the people 

who are most marginalized 

and for people who don't have food and friends 

and a sense of belonging 

that comes from being in community. 

I ask you to teach me the ways of generosity and service 

and make me 

faithful to the grace that you give to me 

as I receive wisdom through the community of your church. 

Help me to learn from others how to be disciples of Jesus 

who came to serve and who is the risen Lord. 

Gracious God, I ask that you continue to speak into my heart, 

into that place where only you reside. 
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Give me eyes to see you 

in all of your children 

and the compassion and care to serve 

each one of them in your  name. 

I glorify you now and forever. 

Amen 
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