
Vatican II 
Its History and Impact on the Church 

  
Most Catholics are now familiar with Vatican II 
and how it was a very important marker in the 
history of the Catholic Church. This insert, put 
out by the Historical Committee in preparation 
for the celebration of the 100th anniversary of 
our parish, St. Dominic, is about Vatican II, its 

history and the changes it brought to our understanding and the practice of our Catholic faith. 
 
When Vatican II was called there had not been a Church council since the First Vatican Council in 
1870 when the issue of papal infallibility was defined. The death of Pope Pius XII in 1958 brought 
the College of Cardinals to a conclave to elect a new pope. On October 28, 1958, Angelo Roncalli, 
Patriarch of Venice, was elected as the new pope and took the name of John XXIII. At the time of 
his election Cardinal Roncalli was already 78 years old, so it was assumed that his would be a 
short pontificate, a kind of place holder pope only. 
  
As it turned out Pope John XXIII astonished everyone when he announced 
that he was calling a Church council! Many had assumed there would be no 
more Church councils since the declaration of papal infallibility 90 years 
earlier. Because of impending dangers of war at the time, Vatican I had 
been suspended and never officially dissolved. Therefore it was also 
assumed that Pope John XXIII’s intention was simply to resolve 
uncompleted business of the First Vatican Council. However, it was made 
quite clear six months later, when John XXIII named the new council Vatican 
II, that this would be something entirely new. 
  
The Council was convened in 1962 and met each fall for four years. Some 3000 bishops from all 
over the world participated, along with many theological advisors. The Council was very carefully 
prepared. Between 1959 and 1962 suggestions for issues to be discussed were solicited from 
bishops. Commissions were set up to prepare the agenda and to draft texts to be discussed.  
 
Pope John XXIII set the tone for the Council when he urged the church to be aware of the “signs 
of the times”, a phrase straight from the Gospel of Matthew (chapter 16). All though there were 
major differences of opinion among the council fathers, the majority knew their task, in trying to 
modernize church teachings and practices, was not to conform the church to the world but to 
address the needs of the Church in the world as it is today! 
 
What came out of Vatican II are sixteen (16) documents, some three hundred pages consisting of 
constitutions, decrees, and declarations. Among the better known documents are Lumen 
Gentium, the Constitution on the Church, Gaudium et Spes; the Pastoral Constitution on the 
Church in the Modern World, to name only two. These documents are different from those of 
previous councils not just in form and substance but especially in tone. They are very affirmative, 
pastoral and they seek to clarify the teachings and practices of the Church. They lack the usual 
technical and legal language of previous documents. Their focus is much more on the life of the 
Church as People of God. 

 

 



 
Contrary to some belief, Vatican II did not change any of the doctrines of the Church; doctrines 
can never be changed. Vatican II sought ways of making its teachings and practices more relevant; 
to be more open to the needs of the people in today’s world and how to better spread the Good 
News of the Gospel. One of the most visible changes achieved by Vatican II is found in the 
constitution on Sacred Liturgy where the importance of the Eucharist in the life of the Church is 
rearticulated. In the Eucharist the paschal mystery is recalled and made present; praise and 
thanksgiving for this inexpressible gift are offered. Christ is always present in his Church 
particularly in the Hoy Sacrifice of the Mass. The constitution states that at the Eucharist Christ 
is equally present in the priest, the presider at the Eucharist, the consecrated bread and wine and 
also in the Word as it is the Lord himself who speaks when Holy Scripture is read. Finally Christ is 
present in those who gather to pray and sing together in His name. Thus no longer can the 
assembly of the faithful gather as observers only. All are called to be full and active participants. 
“The rite of the Mass is to be revised in such a way that the intrinsic nature and purpose of its 
several parts, as well as the connection between them, may be more clearly shown and that 
devout and participation by the faithful may be more easily achieved” (CSL #50). 
 
Among some of the other changes is noted that the sacraments themselves did not change, but 
the wording of the prayers used in administering the sacraments were revised. In some cases the 
rules for receiving the sacraments were changed, e.g. the age for the sacraments of initiation, 
etc.  
 
The language of the Church used to be Latin. The Mass is now celebrated in the language of the 
people. As mentioned in a previous insert, the priest now faces the people thus connecting with 
them and with God. The Eucharist is received in the hand; people are allowed to touch the Body 
of Christ. Communion can also be received under both species: the Body and Blood of Christ. 
Both men and women are now involved in the liturgy as communion ministers, readers, acolytes, 
altars servers and as singers. This makes it possible for Christian community to celebrate the 
Eucharist as one body in and with Christ. 
 
As well the council took a firm stand on religious freedom and on the freedom of conscience. 
More emphasis was placed on local cultural variations and their importance in the practice of 
faith, e.g. native spirituality and customs. 
 
Some other major changes and reforms had to do with a “back to the sources” movement. For 
instance the Church began to look to other theologies rather than relying almost solely on the 
theology of Thomas Aquinas. All Catholic were urged to look to and to study Scriptures using 
modern tools of research and analysis. It is not uncommon now to see many lay people studying 
theology, scripture, ethics, etc. Vatican II opened the door wide for lay people to achieve higher 
studies in their faith. 
 
Through Vatican II the Church recognized that it must constantly look to the past (return to its 
sources), to the present (the signs of the times), and to the future to keep its message and 
practices in conformity with the Gospel message. “Every renewal of the Church essentially 
consists in an increase of fidelity to her own calling…Christ summons the Church as she goes on 
her pilgrim way…to that continual reformation of which she always has need, in so far as she is a 
human institution here on earth”. (Decree on Ecumenism #6). 



 
 
    
 


