CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #40
“GAUDIUM ET SPES”

A NEW PERSPECTIVE

It is now a matter of history that the schemas — 70 of them — originally prepared for the Fathers of the
Second Vatican Council, were either significantly re-written or abandoned altogether. Thus, on Decem-
ber 4 1962, Cardinal Suenens of Belgium addressed the Council, suggesting that the schema on the
Church be divided into two parts, one dealing with the inner nature of the Church, the other with the
Church’s mission to the world. Suenens called on the Council to develop a conversation with the world
on matters such as the dignity of the human person, the plight of the poor and peace between nations. He
went on to say that, as Vatican | had been the Council of the papacy, this Council should be of the Church
of Christ who is the Light of the Nations. There was so much sustained applause from the Council Fa-
thers that the president of the session firmly reminded them all that such boisterous responses were out of
order. Cardinal Montini — later Pope Paul VI — was one of a number of Fathers to endorse Suenens’ ad-
dress. This gave birth, not to part two of a document on the Church, but a whole new document: Gaudi-
um et Spes (“Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World” — herein referred to as GS.)

The Second Vatican Council must first and foremost be understood as an event, a dynamic experience of
the People of God, guided by the Holy Spirit, in history, in culture, in the world. The final 16 documents
of the Council are windows on this process, a process that began at the empty tomb 2000 years ago and
will be continuing as long as this world continues. Those 16 documents are statements of a work in pro-
gress — ie the Church. Those documents are also the products of committees and compromises. We
should not look to them for the ending but the beginning or, at least, the continuation of conversation.

Probably no document better displays the emerging new perspective of Catholicism, than GS. It was
eventually promulgated on December 7, 1965, the day before the closure of the Council. It was approved
by a vote of 2,309 to 75. The opening words are prophetic and challenging:

“The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor
or in any way afflicted, are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed,
nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts. For theirs is a community composed of hu-
man beings. United in Christ, they are led by the Holy Spirit in their journey to the kingdom of their Father,
and they have welcomed the news of salvation which is meant for everyone. That is why this community re-
alizes that it is truly linked with humankind and its history by the deepest bonds.”

Never before had an Ecumenical Council attempted to articulate so positively the relationship between
the Church and the world. GS does that with humility and openness. The Church manifested here is not
seeking to be a sanctuary from the world but a sign in it. What is more, GS does not insist that the readers
— it is addressed to “the whole of humanity” (see #2; also #91) — should become members of the Church.
GS seeks a conversation with all “people of good will” (see, for example, #22, #52 and #92), for the sake
of the human family. (Significantly, on October 4 1965, a few days before the final debate on the text of
GS, Pope Paul VI was in New York addressing the United Nations, saying to them, “it is as a friend that
We come before you”.)

A CALL TO BE ACOMMUNITY IN DIALOGUE

Fundamental to GS is the call to conversation, a call that echoes Pope Paul VI’s first encyclical, Ecclesi-
am Suam (1964). It is summed up nicely in the Conclusion to GS:

“By virtue of her mission to shed on the whole world the radiance of the Gospel message, and to unify under
one Spirit all people of whatever nation, race or culture, the Church stands forth as a sign of that sense of the
unity of humanity which allows honest dialogue and gives it vigor. Such a mission requires in the first place



that we foster within the Church herself mutual esteem, reverence and harmony through the full recognition
of lawful diversity. Thus, all those who compose the one People of God, both pastors and the general faith-
ful, can engage in dialogue with ever abounding fruitfulness. For the bonds which unite the faithful are
mightier than anything dividing them. Hence, let there be unity in what is necessary, freedom in what is un-
settled, and charity in any case. .... For our part, the desire for such dialogue, which can lead to truth
through love alone, excludes no one, though an appropriate measure of prudence must undoubtedly be exer-
cised. We include those who cultivate outstanding qualities of the human spirit, but do not yet acknowledge
the Source of these qualities. We include those who oppress the Church and harass her in manifold ways.
Since God the Father is the origin and purpose of all people, we are all called to be brothers and sisters.
Therefore, if we have been summoned to the same destiny, human and divine, we can and we should work
together without violence and deceit in order to build up the world in genuine peace” (#92). (Repeated calls
are made for dialogue. See for example, #21, #23, #25, #28, #40, #43, #56, #68 and #90.)

SPECIFIC THEMES

GS calls us, in a spirit of dialogue, to recognize that, “while earthly progress must be carefully distin-
guished from the growth of Christ's kingdom, to the extent that the former can contribute to the better or-
dering of human society, it is of vital concern to the kingdom of God” (#39). If dialogue is central to the
manner by which we are to move ahead, a strong and clear affirmation of the dignity of the human person
is the touchstone of that dialogue (see #12-#22). Human dignity is grounded in our origins, for we are
made in the image and likeness of God (#12), though inherently prone to fall short of our best possibili-
ties, we are redeemed in Christ (#22) and drawn into the life of God by the Holy Spirit (#15). The dignity
of the moral conscience (#16) and the excellence of liberty (#17), are both at the heart of human dignity.

On the basis of human dignity, GS develops its vision for the human family. It stresses the “communitar-
ian nature” of the human vocation and the responsibilities flowing from that (#23-#32), the value of hu-
man work (#33-#39), the mutual relationship of the Church and the world, with Christ the beginning and
end of it all (#40-#45).

The document then goes on to deal with “some problems of special urgency.” These include issues fac-
ing marriage and family (#47-#52), the proper development of culture (#53-#62), socio-economic life
(#63-#72), the life of the political community (#73-#76) and the fostering of peace and the promotion of a
community of nations (#77-#90).

There is no substitute for actually reading the document. This prophetic text will turn 40 this December.
Its vision and intent are probably more relevant now than they were 40 years ago.

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Reflect on the changes you have witnessed in both Church and world in your lifetime.

2. What have you learned from the process of change you have witnessed?

3. What part do the great truths of the faith play in this process of change for you personally?

4. Name three characteristics of Catholicism that you cherish.

5. What does it mean for us to be a Church that is a “sign in” rather than a “sanctuary from” the world?
6. In practical terms, what does it mean to you, to be part of a “Church in dialogue?

7. What is the most difficult thing for you about promoting dialogue/conversation?

8. What does “the dignity of the human person mean for you?

9. What does it mean for you to be a Catholic in the world?

10. What part of GS most challenges you at this time?
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