CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #41
“SIGNS OF THE TIMES”

THE LESSONS OF HISTORY

“Acquiring knowledge of history is the sure way of acquiring confidence in the church. History teaches
that nothing is new, and that the church has survived sadder and more difficult situations. History is a
school of wisdom and of limitless patience.” So spoke the great Dominican theologian, Fr Yves Congar.
(Cited by Thomas O’Meara, America, 5 Feb 1994, 16.) It is tempting to think that our times are simply
unique, that history has nothing to say to us. That would be fatal. Even the most cursory study of history
— especially the history of the Catholic Church and, most particularly, the history of the papacy — gives us
pause for thought when we are inclined to pass judgement on what is happening around us today. There
is much “wisdom and patience” to learn, for example, from the history of the 19" century. And we need
this “wisdom and patience” if we are to stand firm in the faith and avoid the two simplistic and potentially
very destructive options that are sometimes put before us: Either conform (ie unquestioningly do as you
are told) or walk away.

THE TRAGEDY OF 19™ CENTURY REACTIONS

The French Revolution shattered the Catholic Church in France and beyond. In the century that followed,
the Catholic Church in Europe found itself in the middle of a social and political world being re-born.
The taken-for-granted world of pre-Enlightenment Europe could no longer be taken-for-granted. The
reader is encouraged to do further research on this complex era. A good place to start might be Thomas
Bokenkotter’s A Concise History of the Catholic Church (Revised Edition), Image Books, 1979, especial-
ly pages 286-339. There are signs of the times in the 19" century that are highly relevant to any attempts
to discern the signs of the times in our own day. In particular, we can note the critical issues pertaining to
freedom and human rights and Rome’s negative reaction to those issues.

In the first part of the 19" century, a group of Catholic intellectuals arose in Europe, especially in France
and Germany. They wanted the Catholic Church to engage with the liberal, secular culture of the time.
Most particularly, they wanted the Catholic Church to support moves to create parliamentary regimes
based on constitutionally guaranteed freedoms, including freedom of religion. They promoted ideas of
democracy, the separation of church and state, freedom of education, freedom of the press, freedom of
conscience and intellectual freedom.

The first formal condemnation of this so-called “liberal Catholicism” came on August 30 1832, with Pope
Gregory XVI’s encyclical, Mirari Vos. The Pope rejected the separation of church and state, denounced
freedom of conscience as sheer madness and referred to freedom of the press as abominable and detesta-
ble. The Pope also rejected out of hand any idea that the Catholic Church could be reformed or renewed
since it was founded by Jesus Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit. What the Pope said he feared was the
rejection of supernatural revelation and the emergence of religious indifferentism. It is probably fair to
say that the Pope also feared the principles of democracy undermining the authority model of parent-child
on which the Catholic Church depended. The ideas condemned in Mirari Vos were enshrined in the Bel-
gian constitution in 1831, were taking root in South America and were already established in both Eng-
land and the United States, where Catholics were benefiting from those very ideas.

Sadly, one effect of this reaction by Pope Gregory XVI, was to bind the Catholic Church to authoritarian
forms of society and government that had run their course. Pope Pius IX (1846-1878) epitomised this
attitude, particularly with the Syllabus of Errors, and brought it to its climax in the statement of papal in-
fallibility at Vatican | (Dec 1869 — July 1870). It remained, more or less, the dominant mood of Catholi-
cism until the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965).



THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL

The first of the Council documents is the “Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy.” In the first paragraph of
that document we read that the purpose of the Council is “to impart an ever increasing vigor to the Chris-
tian life of the faithful.” Pope John XXIII, had said in his Opening Speech that the Council was called to
“strengthen spiritual energies” so that the Church “will become greater in spiritual riches.” We do well to
remember this. Our primary challenge is not a political or sociological one. It is not first and foremost
the re-forming of structures and organizational processes, nor the re-thinking of theologies and liturgies.
Our primary challenge stems from our being baptized into Christ. As Christians in the Catholic tradition
we are committed to living through Him, with Him and in Him, that He might live through us, with us
and in us, in a particular, fallible human structure, in our world, at this time. Our baptism is to be a con-
crete fact of our daily living and the ground of all we think and say and do. This is the re-newing that is
essentially a work of the Holy Spirit. It is also a work of free co-operation and conversion of mind and
heart. And this re-newing calls for constant re-forming and re-thinking.

While avoiding selective citations from the Council documents, we can find definite evidence of a strong
movement at the Council to break the reactionary and constrictive mindset of the previous 150 years.
John O’Malley SJ, specialist historian of Councils of the Catholic Church, for example, notes the follow-
ing distinguishing marks of the Second Vatican Council:

a. adesire to end the stance of cultural isolation that the Church was now seen as having maintained;

b. to initiate a new freedom of expression and action within the Church that certain Vatican institutions
were now interpreted as having previously curtailed,

c. to distribute more broadly the exercise of pastoral authority, especially by strengthening the role of
the episcopacy and local churches vis-a-vis the Holy See;

d. to modify in people’s consciousness and in the actual functioning of the Church the predominantly
clerical, institutional and hierarchical model that had prevailed;

e. to affirm the dignity of the laity in the Church;

f. to establish through a more conciliatory attitude, through some new theological insights and through
effective mechanisms a better relationship with other religious bodies, looking ultimately to the heal-
ing of the divisions in Christianity and the fruitful ‘dialogue’ with non-Christian religions;

g. to change the teaching of the Church on ‘religious liberty’ and give new support to the principle of
‘freedom of conscience’;

h. to base theology and biblical studies more firmly on historical principles;

i. to affirm clearly that the Church was and should be affected by the cultures in which it exists;

j. finally, to promote a more positive appreciation of ‘the world” and the relationship of the Church to it.

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Reflect on Yves Congar’s comment about what history teaches us. Do you agree? Why?
2. What is your sense of history and its influence on our times? Give a personal example.

3. How do you respond to the “conform V walk away” option? Why?

4. Do some research on the Catholic Church in 19" century Europe. What did you discover?
5. Can you understand the reaction of the Popes of the 19" century? Reflect.

6. Concretely, what does it mean to you to be baptized? Give a personal example.

7. What does “re-newing” mean in concrete terms for you? Give a personal example.

8. Why is re-newing more fundamental than re-forming and re-thinking?

9. How do you thrive within the fallibility of the human organizations to which you belong?
10. Which of John O’Malley’s observations seems most important to you? Why?
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