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I am delighted to be with you in Hobart this evening for the John Wallis 

Memorial Lecture, to be sharing this occasion in the Year of Grace as called for 

by the Australian Catholic Bishops and in the wider context of the fiftieth 

anniversary of the commencement of the Second Vatican Council in 1962. My 

priest friends in Melbourne have nicknamed my public speaking ministry as 

‘the Vatican II road-show’. I am conscious that as I move about the place, I am 

often speaking to audiences that remember the Council, lived through the 

Council, have great knowledge of the Council and continue to debate some of 

the dramatic features of Vatican II. For a much younger audience, talking about 

Vatican II is a bit like talking about the Lateran Council or the Council of 

Constance. The distinguished American theologian Joseph Komonchak once 

stated that 70% of his young undergraduate students thought that Vatican II 

was the pope’s summer residence!! 

Vatican II is history. Let me repeat that; Vatican II is history. It is fifty years 

since it commenced and a whole new generation in the Church have little 

knowledge or historical conception of its importance. But the Catholicism they 

live and breathe and love and serve is totally that of the post-conciliar Church. 

They live within the orbit of the Council’s reality without necessarily being able 

to pinpoint the key features of this event. Those who lived through the council 

are few in number and active participants are even fewer. There are 

approximately 30 bishops still alive who were young Council Fathers at Vatican 

II fifty years ago. The present pope, Benedict XVI, was present as a young 

theological adviser but not a bishop at that time. As we travel further away 

from the event, some people fear that something of the excitement and 
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energy of the council could be lost. But as we historians argue, as time passes, 

perspective changes on an event. New questions are asked of the data, new 

sources are revealed, new perspectives begin to emerge.  

The title of my presentation this evening is ‘Understanding the Council That 

Changed Our Lives’. I think ‘change’ is a key word, especially when dealing with 

the institution of the Church that for centuries appeared not to have changed 

much at all. Change was the keyword in my mind a few years ago when I began 

my doctoral studies in terms of tracing Pope John XXIII’s use of the word 

aggiornamento or updating to describe the Second Vatican Council.  

Some of you here this evening have perhaps read some or all of Angelo 

Roncalli’s great spiritual testament Journal of a Soul. You will recall the pious 

exuberance of the early entries (and how many of us can recall our own pious 

exuberance of youth!!). You will remember Roncalli’s desire as a young man to 

avoid sin, be a good seminarian, not engage in ecclesiastical gossip, pray the 

Rosary, make a good confession, visit the Blessed Sacrament and follow the 

way of the saints. As I commenced my doctoral studies, I went back and read 

these entries. And then something remarkable hit me. By the time Roncalli 

leaves his native Bergamo and moves to Rome in 1901 to complete his 

theological studies for the priesthood, he had embarked on a journey of 

significant change. And this became a characteristic feature of his life.  

Rome in 1901 was alive with debate and discussion about so-called ‘modernist’ 

ideas, things we take for granted today which, back then, was ecclesiastical 

poison in the Church. I am of course referring to the critical/historical approach 

to theology and the scriptures. There was great intellectual ferment in Rome 

and Roncalli was surrounded by these personalities, their writings and their 

ideas. Roncalli was very cautious about these ideas but, at the same time, 

expressed a characteristic feature of his personality that remained with him for 

the rest of his life – openness to the new. Let me give you a sample of what he 

wrote as a seminarian in Rome in the early 1900s: 

It shall always be my principle ... to find out first of all the traditional 

teaching of the Church, and on this basis to judge the findings of 

contemporary scholarship. I shall be glad to keep up with the most 
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recent findings, I shall study the new systems of thought and their 

continual evolution and their trends; (critical thought) for me is light, is 

truth and there is only one truth, which is sacred.  

Listen again to the key words – contemporary scholarship, recent findings, new 

systems of thought, continual evolution, the use of critical study in the search 

for truth. These are the words and thoughts of a young man interpreting 

change, confronting change in terms of the decisive intersection in his life of 

spiritual formation and intellectual development. Life changed for Roncalli 

when he arrived in Rome from Bergamo as a young student. Life continued to 

change for him when he returned to Bergamo as bishop’s secretary and 

lecturer in Church history at his old seminary where he was reported to Rome 

for ‘modernist tendencies’.  Life changed for him once again when he was 

made a papal diplomat and moved to Bulgaria, Turkey and Greece and Paris, 

followed by Venice as patriarch and then back to Rome when he was elected 

pope. But at every stage of his life, he seemed to find the right form of words 

to help him negotiate the change with confidence, with trust in God and with 

serenity of mind and heart.  

As a young priest in Bergamo, Roncalli had discovered some archival material 

relating to St Charles Borromeo’s diocesan and apostolic visitation in the wake 

of the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century. The editing and publication of 

this material over fifty years helped Roncalli to see how the Church changed 

over the centuries (in his words) ‘to respond to the new historical 

circumstances of the day’. According to Roncalli, the Church over the ages 

‘harnesses new energy to renew itself and respond to the needs of modern 

times’. As a papal diplomat and bishop, always conscious of the essentially 

‘pastoral’ nature of his role, Roncalli the historian was transforming his 

experience into historical narrative. His study of the reforming work of 

Borromeo in the wake of Trent gave him an historical perspective to see the 

Church that renewed itself and undertook the necessary process of change and 

adaptation to new historical circumstances. This life-long historical study 

became the ‘filter’ through which Roncalli undertook his work as a bishop and 

helped him to intuit the pressing needs, questions and concerns of his day.  
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Last night in Launceston, I spoke of how Angelo Roncalli, as a papal diplomat 

and historian, was seeking to construct a pastoral framework for his ministry 

and historical research as he continued to be challenged by the reality of 

change and the emerging questions of the Church for his time. Meanwhile, in 

this part of the world, Fr John Wallis had also intuited new times, new needs 

and new challenges. Wallis saw the need to ‘adapt’ traditional religious life 

from Europe for the new and quite diverse pastoral needs of outback and rural 

Australia. Both men constantly had the word ‘adaptation’ on their lips. In the 

meantime, Archbishop Guilford Young was contemplating some issues that 

would become the cornerstone of the Second Vatican Council – liturgical 

renewal, active liturgical participation, promoting a unique and distinctive lay 

spirituality in the Church, and the strong and unqualified promotion of 

ecumenism.  

The Second Vatican Council occurred during a period of extraordinary social, 

cultural and political change. For those who disagree with so much of the 

Council’s effects and legacy, they see Vatican II as a ‘60s event’ – too much 

change, too much revolution, too much capitulation to the forces of modern 

society. Let us rise for a moment above the often polemical debate in church 

circles regarding the more progressive ‘spirit of the Council’ perspective as 

opposed to those ‘trying to turn back the clock’. The cultural forces of 

modernity which were clearly on display and at work in the 1960s/70s did not 

begin at that time. Historians speak of the rush of modernity picking up speed 

immediately after the Second World War. We were rapidly entering the 

modern era so soon after the disaster of World War II. Some of the features of 

modernity, which reached a crescendo in the 1960s, actually began to emerge 

in the late 1940s. You might be surprised at the extent of the list: 

-greater availability of the motor car 
-massive urban expansion 
-postwar European migration and displacement of population 
-rapid availability of university education 
-changing role of women in society, the workplace and education 
-increased feminist consciousness, the sexual revolution and the ‘pill’ 
- widespread availability of the television in the diffusion of human knowledge 

and for mass entertainment 
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- rapid expansion of commercial jet travel 
- development of the space race 
- rapid acceleration of computer technology 
-the advent of rock and roll music and the formation of a unique and     

distinctive youth culture 
- political unrest and the threat of communism 
- the Cold War and the nuclear threat 
- erection of the Berlin Wall 
- the challenge to prevailing forms of authority in society 
- uprising and insurrection 
- the ending of colonialism 
-agitation for, and advocacy of, civil rights. 
-intellectual discontent 
-developments in modern psychology 
-changes in the understanding of anthropology and the social sciences 
-increased secularization 
-the movement of history ‘from below’ giving voice to minorities 
-resistance to the Vietnam war and the peace movement 
-dreams of utopia 
-political radicalism 
-the cultural phenomenon of Woodstock 
 
Vatican II was the Church’s ‘rendezvous’ with history, a rendezvous with some 

of the key and dramatic features of the twentieth century. More importantly, 

the Council was the Church’s rendezvous with powerful social, cultural and 

political forces that went back centuries to the Protestant Reformation, the 

Enlightenment, the French Revolution, the rise of Industrialism and the 

democratic state, the fall of the Papal States, the Great Depression and two 

brutal World Wars. That’s why at the opening of Vatican II, Pope John XXIII 

stated, ‘At the present time, Divine Providence is leading us to a new order of 

human relations which, by the very effort of the people of our time, is directed 

toward the fulfillment of God’s great plan for us … history is the teacher’. John 

XXIII articulated what he had been discerning for decades – the Church and the 

world entering into a new era or epoch of history. Pope John wanted the 

Church and the world to enter this transition together, as partners in mutual 

dialogue and not mortal combatants in an age-old battle for supremacy.  
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As many of you know, John XXIII had been elected as a supposedly 

‘transitional’ pope, a harmless, jovial and somewhat clueless figure who would 

keep the seat warm for a successor and ensure that the wheels of Vatican 

administration kept turning gently. He was true to his calling. He was indeed 

the transitional pope. He helped the Church and the world ‘transition’ into a 

new historical era. He helped us to negotiate that difficult and rapid 

development called ‘change’. It could no longer be ‘business as usual’ for the 

Church. John XXIII had spent decades studying history. Elected to the papacy 

and announcing an ecumenical council that caught many by surprise, 

something decisive happened in his life by the grace of God. John XXIII went 

from being the observer of history to the maker of history.  

The Council changed our lives because the rapid developments of the 

twentieth century had been changing our lives. Pope Leo XIII stated as much in 

his landmark social encyclical of 1891 Rerum Novarum which helped us to 

understand that changes to our social, political, economic and cultural context 

by their very nature have an effect on the life of the Church and the life of 

faith. Look at the way digital technology has completely revolutionized our 

lives in the last decade or so, how it has changed (and continues to change) the 

way we access knowledge, interpret data, transmit information and 

communicate with each. Social media today is just as revolutionary as the 

invention of the steam train during the Industrial Revolution.  

We need to keep this wider historical perspective before our eyes, this wider 

concept and context of change, otherwise our ongoing debates regarding 

Vatican II will descend to the level of the juvenile and, even worse, the 

infantile. This 50th anniversary calls for a more enlightened, informed and 

mature debate regarding the Second Vatican Council. I think it’s time to ditch 

some of the clichés and familiar slogans. Tonight, let me throw out a challenge. 

Many of you in the room are very familiar with the opening lines of the 

landmark document Gaudium et Spes, the Pastoral Constitution on the Church 

in the Modern World. People use it often because it is a brilliant opening. It is a 

brilliant opening because the whole document is brilliant: 
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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. 

Most people know this part. But let me quote the second part of this opening 

paragraph: 

Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find an echo in their hearts. 

For theirs is a community of people united in Christ and guided by the 

Holy Spirit in their pilgrimage towards  the Father’s kingdom, bearers 

of a message of salvation for all humanity. That is why they cherish a 

feeling of deep solidarity with the human race and its history. 

The best service we can render the legacy of the Second Vatican Council this 

year is to read the whole document. Read it in its entirety, understand the way 

the document captures some of the dramatic features and themes of the time, 

see the way Gaudium et Spes communicates a universal pastoral outlook that 

was the intention of Pope John XXIII and quite new for a conciliar document, 

let your imagination be captivated at the way the document seeks to grapple 

with the phenomenon of what today we call ‘globalization’, feel with your 

heart and soul the deep and profound sentiments of human solidarity with the 

enormous cultural, social, political, economic and anthropological shifts of the 

time. If we only ever quote the opening lines of Gaudium et Spes, we run the 

risk of impoverishing a truly great document .  

Let me throw out another challenge. The Council gave us the wonderful image 

of describing the Church as ‘the People of God’, a profoundly biblical and 

historical image of the Church. The Council intended that in describing the 

Church as the whole People of God, it begins with the infant I baptized last 

Sunday and includes the Bishop of Rome; pope and newly baptized infant all 

form part of the one People of God. The Council never intended to exclude the 

clergy and the hierarchy from the description. The Council gave us a gentle 

reminder that before one enters the clerical state and perhaps joins the  

hierarchy, it is the sacrament of baptism that makes them members of the 

community of faith, who receive in this sacrament the very first office of priest, 

prophet and king. When Angelo Roncalli was elected to the papacy on 28 
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October 1958, he was asked what name he had chosen. He replied, ‘I shall be 

called John. It was my father’s name and it is the name of the humble parish of 

my baptism’. The humble parish of my baptism. It had been centuries since a 

pope had spoken so warmly and intimately of the church of his baptism.   

While I am on a roll about words, let me finish with this one. I have never really 

liked the word ‘pontiff’ to describe the office of the successor of Peter and the 

Bishop of Rome. The word at times seems a little too stuffy and old fashioned. 

But as time passes, I have come to realize that John XXIII was an exceptional 

pontiff of his era, a truly remarkable ‘bridge-builder’, which is the inherent 

meaning of the word. In the first five decades of the twentieth century, Angelo 

Roncalli saw around him nothing but walls and division - the brutality and 

barbarity of two world wars, the intellectual suffocation of the modernist 

crisis, the exaggerated nationalism that contributed to World War I, the evils of 

Nazism, Fascism and Communism, repulsive anti-Semitism, the reality of 

nuclear annihilation, the Cold War, the Berlin Wall and the ongoing antagonism 

between the various branches of the Christian family. He must have intuited 

that the erection of more walls only fuels further bitterness, antagonism, 

division and ideological gulfs that are difficult to overcome. It was time to be 

what his office insisted on – a bridge builder. To embrace non-Catholic 

Christians as separated brothers and sisters and the whole of humanity as men 

and women of goodwill. Remember, he was the first pope to address an 

encyclical letter not only to ‘my venerable brothers in the episcopate, clergy 

and Catholic people’ but to ‘all people of goodwill’. It was no longer business as 

usual. It was time for a new approach. 

As he came to the end of his life, someone commented to John XXIII that as a 

result of the Council, maybe too much change had been initiated in the 

Church. The pastoral genius of the heart responded, the historian’s long and 

wide perspective replied: ‘It is not the Gospel that is changing. It is we who are 

understanding it better’.  


