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Foreword
Dominique Congar

The appearance of My Journal of the Council completes the publication of the
three main journals written by Yves Congar, who died on 22 June 1995 in the
Invalides in Paris.
May I be allowed to append this somewhat intimate foreword, which would
probably not have been disapproved of by this Dominican, who was so attached
to his family and to the Ardennes where he was born.
The first journal was his Journal de la guerre 1914–1918 (Cerf, 1997), the second, his Journal d’un théologien, 1946–1956 (Cerf, 2000). Here, now, is the third,
Mon Journal du Concile.
First and foremost, I should like, in my own name and in that of the Congar
family, to thank Éditions du Cerf who have completed the difficult task of publishing this Journal. My thanks go also to all those who have contributed to this
publication.
Yves Congar had not shown to anyone the exercise books in which he had
written the journal he kept during the 1914–1918 war, but he often spoke about
it. This journal, which had been kept over a period of five years in Sedan, revealed
a highly gifted and precocious boy, sensitive and open—already at that age—to
world events. Interesting in this regard is Jean-Pierre Jossua’s presentation (30
June 1997) as well as the analysis and notes by Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau.
The second journal covers the years between 1946 and 1956, following on
Yves Congar’s period in captivity. There is nothing to add to the excellent ‘General
Introduction’ to that book written by Étienne Fouilleux. Everything was said, and
well said. In that book we encounter a Congar entangled in the difficulties emanating from ecclesiastical authority. A number of people have found this document exceptional.
Yves Congar had explicitly stated his wish that his journal should not be made
public until the year 2000. So the reader will discover that this theologian and
expert, faithful to his personal journal technique, wrote day by day during this
great event. And that he did this in spite of intense fatigue and an illness which
was becoming progressively worse.
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As a small boy in 1914, Yves Congar already displayed an alert style in which
all the details were noted in a living and precise way; his Journal of the Council
makes it clear that the theologian was never at a loss for words, nor had he lost
his powers of observation.
When startled, perhaps, by somewhat crude personal reflections or comments, the reader should recall that what the 1914–1918 child and the 1946–1956
theologian had written was by no means always innocuous.
There are not many references to his family in his Journal of the Council, but
they do exist. As before, his beloved mother, Tere, is mentioned. With his older
brothers and with his childhood companions in the Fond-de-Givonne (Sedan,
Ardennes), Yves Congar spoke the language of a corner tearaway in an Ardennes
accent. Then his life as a soldier and his harsh captivity reinforced this tendency
to say exactly what he thought.
When he began writing his Journal of the Council, Congar had not yet fully
recovered from the years during which his life as a teacher, theologian and writer
had been forcibly interrupted. In 1962, this Dominican was still a wounded man,
no longer in full possession of his physical strength, though his intellectual powers were fully intact.
His Journal of a Theologian (1946–1956) ended with the appointment of Yves
Congar as a consultor to the Preparatory Theological Commission for the Council.
So here, now, is his Journal of the Council, the text of which had been carefully
revised by Yves Congar himself, and which he had had typed, and the original of
which is carefully preserved in the archives of the Dominican Province of France.
Out of respect for the author’s text, I have expressed the wish that there should
be no excisions or suppressions, even if some of the things he says are a bit ‘sharp’.
This, after all, is something which we had grown accustomed to in our uncle over
many years!

Introduction
Éric Mahieu

Yves Congar’s career prior to the Council
Yves Congar1 was born in 1904 in Sedan where he spent his youth, marked by
the First World War.2 In 1921 he entered the university seminary ‘Des Carmes’
at the Institut Catholique in Paris. After studying philosophy for three years, and
a year’s military service, he opted for life as a Dominican, and entered the novitiate of the Province of France in 1925. Having been given the religious name of
Marie-Joseph, he then did his theological studies from 1926 to 1931 at the House
of Studies of Le Saulchoir which was at that time situated in Kain-la-Tombe in
Belgium, due to the expulsion of religious from France at the beginning of the
century.
It was there that he made the acquaintance, among the professors, of Fr MarieDominique Chenu, OP, a little his senior, who was to have a great influence
on him thanks to his theological method3 and in particular to the attention he
paid to the ‘relevance of the past for the present and to its reinterrogation by

1. For a more detailed biography, cf Étienne Fouilloux, ‘Frère Yves, Cardinal Congar, dominicain. Itinéraire d’un théologien’, in Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et
Théologiques, 1995: 379–404, and Jean-Pierre Jossua, who presented the life and work
of Congar up to and including the Council in Le Père Congar: la théologie au service
du peuple de Dieu (Paris: Cerf, 1967). Étienne Fouilloux has edited and presented precious fragments of journals or of memoirs written before the Council: cf Yves Congar, Journal d’un théologien (1946–1956) (Paris: Cerf, 2000). Congar reflected on his
ecumenical commitment in ‘Appels et cheminements, 1919–1963’, preface to Yves
M-J Congar, Chrétiens en dialogue. Contributions catholiques à l’Œcuménisme, ‘Unam
Sanctam’ 50 (Paris: Cerf, 1964), IX–LXIV, revised and completed ten years later in Une
passion: l’unité. Refléxions et souvenirs 1929–1973, ‘Foi Vivante’, 156 (Paris: Cerf, 1974);
he reflected once more on his career in Une vie pour la vérité. Jean Puyo interroge le
Père Congar (Paris: Cerf, Le Centurion, 1975).
2. Cf Yves Congar, Journal de la guerre 1914–1918, with notes and commentary by the
historian Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and by Dominique Congar (the author’s nephew)
(Paris: Cerf, 1997).
3. Cf Marie-Dominique Chenu, Une école de théologie: le Saulchoir (Paris: Cerf, 1985).
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the present’.4 From 1928 onwards, he directed his work towards ecclesiology and
chose the unity of the Church as the subject of his thesis for the lectorate in theology. In preparation for his ordination as a priest, which took place in July 1930,
he meditated on chapter 17 of the Gospel of St John, and felt called to work for
the unity of all those who believe in Jesus Christ. Later he was to write: ‘I have said
that I had at that time recognised an ecumenical vocation which was, at the same
time, an ecclesiological vocation, but the seed had been planted in me several
years earlier, no doubt even during my childhood.’5
From 1932 onwards, he taught ecclesiology at Le Saulchoir while at the same
time taking part in ecumenical research by attending many meetings. These early
theological commitments were stimulated by the enquiry into the cause of unbelief conducted by his confrères in La Vie intellectuelle, to which he contributed
a conclusion in the issue for 25 July 1935. Reflecting on this enquiry, he was to
write: ‘To the extent to which (…) we ourselves have a responsibility for unbelief,
it seemed to me that this was due to the fact that the Church was showing to the
world a face that betrayed, rather than expressed, its true nature in accordance
with the Gospel and its own profound tradition. The true response, the positive
conclusion, consisted in renewing our presentation and, for this reason, first and
foremost our own vision of the Church, by going beyond the presentations and
the juridical vision that were then predominant, and had been for a long time.’6 It
was in this spirit that, in 1937, he inaugurated, with Éditions du Cerf, the ecclesiological collection ‘Unam Sanctam’.
‘The aim of the collection was to revive and reinsert into the world of ideas a
certain number of profoundly traditional themes and ecclesiological values which
had, however, due to the creation of a special treatise on the Church, been more
or less forgotten or buried under other themes in the Tradition that were less profound and of lesser value.’7 He published, as the first volume in this collection, his
own first great theological work, Chrétiens désunis, Principes d’un ‘œcumenisme’
catholique. Innovatively, he no longer thought of the reunion of the Churches
simply in terms of the return of non-Catholic Christians to the fold, but as the
possibility of a qualitative development of Catholicity, the other Churches having
managed, at times better than his own, to preserve or develop certain values. This
bold position was to occasion, even then, some suspicions concerning the young
theologian. Mobilised in 1939, a prisoner of war from 1940 until 1945, Y Congar
in this way lost several years of intellectual work, but pursued, in the camps, his
tireless activity as a preacher, never hesitating, while doing so, publicly to assail
Nazism.

4.
5.
6.
7.

Jean-Pierre Jossua OP, op cit, 19.
‘Appels et cheminements, 1919–1963’, op cit, XI.
Ibid, XXXIII.
Ibid, XXXIII–XXXIV.
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After the Liberation, Congar resumed his teaching at Le Saulchoir, which had
by this time been re-established in France, at Étiolles near Paris. French Catholicism was experiencing at that time an intense vitality, marked by biblical, patristic and liturgical research and by varied community and apostolic initiatives. In
1950, Congar published Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’Église,8 which provided the
ecclesiological foundations for this reformist ferment, then in 1953 Jalons pour
une théologie du laïcat,9 which reasserted the value of the mission of lay people
in the Catholic Church. In the meantime, however, suspicions in Rome began to
weigh on his activity and were destined to put a brake on, if not to bring to a complete halt, his plans for further publications and re-editions. As he was to write
later: ‘As far as I myself am concerned, from the beginning of 1947 until the end
of 1956, I have never known anything from that quarter except an uninterrupted
stream of denunciations, warnings, restrictive or discriminatory measures and
distrustful interventions.’10 Though he had a share, in 1952, in the creation of the
Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Matters, which was launched and animated
by J Willebrands, his ecumenical activity thereafter was destined to become more
discreet.
He devoted himself to ecclesiological research, with an increasingly marked
interest in the history of doctrines.11 But in February 1954 Roman suspicions
about the theological and pastoral ferment in France led the Fr General of the
Dominicans to take some draconian steps: he dismissed the three French Provincials and banned Frs Chenu, Boisselot, Féret and Congar from teaching. At
his own request, Congar was sent for several months to Jerusalem. Having been
summoned to Rome in November of that year by the Holy Office, where he remained for several months, held up by pointless petty annoyances,12 he was sent
to Cambridge in February 1956. It was only at the end of that year that his exile
came to an end and he was assigned to the priory in Strasbourg, where the bishop,
Mgr Weber, was favourably disposed towards him. From then onwards, his difficulties with the Roman authorities gradually decreased. Certainly, he was still
not allowed to hold any teaching position, but he was able to resume his work of
publishing and research, of preaching and giving lectures. On 28 October 1958,
Giuseppe Roncalli was elected pope and took the name of John XXIII. On 12
January 1959, Yves Congar wrote to his friend, Christophe-Jean Dumont, OP,
director of the Istina Centre as follows: ‘John XXIII? Such a complete conversion
8.
9.
10.
11.

‘Unam Sanctam’, 20, Cerf.
‘Unam Sanctam’, 23, Cerf.
Ibid, XLVI.
This historical research, which was still proceeding at the time of the Council, was
to bear fruit principally in L’Église de saint Augustin à l’époque moderne (Paris: Cerf,
1970): the German version of this work is part of the Handbuch der Dogmengeschichte
and was to be published in the same year by Éditions Herder, Freiburg im Breisgau.
12. However, Congar was never actually formally condemned, nor yet subjected to a process in good and due form on the part of the Holy Office.
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would be needed in Rome! Conversion to no longer laying claim to the control of
everything: it was that, under Pius XII, that took on unprecedented dimensions
and produced a bottomless paternalism and stupidity.’13 But then, on 25 January,
the new Pope announced his intention to summon an ecumenical Council! Three
days later, Congar wrote to his friend, Bernard Dupuy, OP, saying: ‘Clearly, something new is in the air. It is very serious’.14 Of this unforeseen event, he has left us
an eye-witness account of inestimable value.
The writing of the Journal of the Council
In 1963, Congar wrote that he had not kept a journal except ‘from time to time,
on two kinds of occasion: when it was given to me to experience something new,
to make contact with a new world; when I was involved in historically important
events (war, the 1954 crisis, the Council)’.15 But that amounted to quite a number
of journals or fragments of journals kept by Yves Congar all through his life.16
From an early age, his mother had urged him to record events: ‘1914! I was ten
years old. It was thought that the war would only last for a few months. At the
end of July, my mother said to us, my brothers, my sister and myself: “Keep a
Journal”.’17 Of all the diaries that he has left behind him, the most imposing of
all for its sheer size is this Journal of the Council. It is not an intimate or spiritual
journal. As he wrote the day after the death of his mother: ‘I am keeping this
little journal as a reference. I do not mix it up with the expression of my personal
feelings’ (26 November 1963). That did not prevent him, then and at other times,
from reflecting on his vocation and his life, or recalling ‘the mystical history of the
Council’ (26 November 1963) made up of the prayer and the sufferings of many.
However, the personal impressions or judgments that are scattered throughout
the Journal are above all those of a theologian involved in an adventure of which
he wants to keep a record, with the presentiment that it may one day be useful in
one way or another. Hence he wrote: ‘I am writing, if not for History!! at least so
that my witness is recorded’ (14 March 1964).

13.
14.
15.
16.

Istina Centre Archives.
Istina Centre Archives.
‘Appels et cheminements, 1929–1963’, op cit, p X.
Concerning these journals, cf the article by Étienne Fouilloux: ‘Congar, témoin de
l’Église de son temps’, in André Vauchez (editor), Cardinal Yves Congar, 71–91; however the list given there is not complete, especially for the post-conciliar period; in
particular, Congar had kept journals of his visits to the United States and to Poland in
1966, as a result of contacts and invitations during the Council.
17. ‘Enfance sedanaise (1904–1919)’, Le Pays sedanais, 27.
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Could Congar have doubted the immense interest that this Journal would have
for future historians of Vatican II?18 He was not, of course, the only one of the
experts or Council Fathers to have kept a journal.19
However, kept virtually day by day during the Conciliar sessions, but also between the sessions, in particular when the Commissions were meeting, it makes
it possible to follow step by step the work of a consultor to the Preparatory Theological Commission, then of a Council expert who regularly took part in meetings of the Doctrinal Commission as well as of a number of other conciliar Commissions, and who was also present at many of the General Congregations of the
Council Fathers in St Peter’s Basilica. Written without stylistic pretensions, and
quite freely, very often at the end of harassing days, its style is hardly elegant, and
the author, probably in his concern for historical accuracy, did not wish to revise
it, but for this reason it has the advantage of giving us this theologian’s immediate
reactions and impressions. It may well be felt that Congar was at times fierce or
merciless in his assessments, but one must acknowledge that he knew how to be
just, when they deserved it, to those who were not theologically on his side. That,
in his own foreword, he forbade any public use of the Journal before the year 2000
is, moreover, a mark of respect for all the protagonists of the Council.
Congar’s participation in the various stages of the Council
The preparations for the Council (from 25 January 1959 to 11 October 1962)
It was when he was named as a consultor to the Preparatory Theological Commission in July 1960 that Congar began writing his Journal of the Council.
He began by reflecting on the period that had elapsed since 25 January 1959,
the day on which Pope John XXIII had announced the summoning of an ecumenical Council. The long-term aim of the reunion of separated Christians, envisaged by the newly elected Pope, and the corresponding aim of an ecclesiological renewal and a pastoral and missionary opening of the Church had, to begin
with, filled him with hope; but the resistance of conservative circles in the Roman
Curia which were seeking to control the preparation of the Council, subsequently
made him uneasy. So, like his friend, Fr Henri de Lubac SJ, who had been appointed a consultor to the same Commission, he feared that he was no more than
18. Borne witness to by the frequent references to the Journal in the five volumes of the
first comprehensive historical survey of the Council, edited by Giuseppe Alberigo, Storia del Concilio Vaticano II (il Mulino, Bologna; Peeters, Leuven), 1995-2001; English
translation edited by Joseph A. Komonchak, five volumes (Orbis, Maryknoll; Peeters,
Leuven) 1995, 1997, 2000, 2006.
19. On this, see the study by Alberto Melloni, ‘Les journaux privés dans l’histoire de Vatican II’, as an introduction to the fragmentary journal of Marie-Dominique Chenu,
Notes quotidiennes au Concile (Paris: Cerf, 1995); since then, the interesting journal
of Mgr Charue, vice-president of the Doctrinal Commission, in which he played a
major role, has been published: Carnets conciliaires de l’évêque de Namur A-M Charue,
Cahiers de la Revue Théologique de Louvain 32, Louvain-le-Neuve, 2000.
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a hostage, without any real margin for action and bound by the conciliar oath of
secrecy that they would both have to swear. This Commission was clearly dominated by the theologians of the Roman universities who were more concerned to
defend the pontifical teachings of the most recent popes than to take any account
of the theological renewal that was in train. However, it also included some theologians who were more open, such as Gérard Philips, Philippe Delhaye, René
Laurentin or Joseph Lécuyer. In the end, Congar decided to commit himself loyally to the work of this Commission in the hope of being useful.
In any case, he had not waited for this nomination in order to contribute to
the preparation of the Council. Convinced that public opinion must make itself
known and play its part in the Church, he had sought to arouse it by means of articles and lectures. He continued his work within the networks of Catholic theologians involved in the ecumenical movement.20 He began again on the preparation of a volume on the episcopate, which he had had in mind for several years, in
the ‘Unam Sanctam’ collection that he had inaugurated and that he directed. The
bishop of Strasbourg, Mgr Weber, called upon his services for the preparation of
his reply to the ante-preparatory consultation. On the other hand, the Catholic
Theology Faculty in Strasbourg, which had also been consulted, did not ask for
his help.
Immediately after his nomination, Cardinal Ottaviani, Prefect of the Holy Office and President of the Preparatory Theological Commission, asked Congar to
indicate which questions he would prefer to deal with. Congar wrote back on
15 August 1960 mentioning Tradition, the theology of the laity and, in general,
ecclesiology. Then, in September, he sent to all the members and consultors of the
Commission a report on the way he envisaged the proposed preparatory schemas.
It was in November 1960 that the Preparatory Commission officially began
its work in Rome. Congar went there, but he quickly perceived that his margin
for manoeuvre was very limited. The Secretary of the Commission, Fr Sebastian
Tromp, SJ, who had been one of Pius XII’s theological experts, directed the work
very rigidly. However, having been allocated to the De ecclesia sub-commission,
Congar had the pleasure of being welcomed there by his confrère, Fr Gagnebet,
OP. But he was forced to conclude that the texts that he was being asked to write21
and the comments that he made on the schemas had little effect in the face of the
20. Congar took part in the ecumenical days at the monastery of Chevetogne in 1959 (cf
Yves M-J Congar, ‘Conclusion’, in Le Concile et les conciles. Contribution à l’histoire de
la vie conciliaire de l’Église (Paris: Cerf-Chevetogne, 1960), 285–334, and in 1960 (concerned with the local Church and the universal Church); within the Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Matters, he proposed the writing of a memorandum on the
question of the unity of Christians; this was to be widely distributed among the various
Roman bodies and those who were to be Council Fathers.
21. Congar prepared four vota for the Preparatory Theological Commission: on the laity,
on the question of who was or was not a member of the Church, on the episcopate and
on ecumenism.
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preponderance of the conservative environment. Being only a simple consultor,
he was not invited to attend all the meetings of the Commission in which, moreover, he was only rarely called upon to speak.
In August 1961, he received the preparatory schemas in their provisional state,
and reading them proved a great disappointment; instead of an overall vision, he
found that all the questions had been compartmentalised; instead of a return to
sources, there was a florilegium of declarations by recent popes; these schemas
were closed to ecumenical questioning; mariological positions were maximalised
in them. Only Gérard Philips’ text on the laity met with his approval.
In fact, the Preparatory Theological Commission functioned without any collaboration with the other Preparatory Commissions, nor yet with the Secretariat
for the Unity of Christians, a body that had been set up by John XXIII to work
during the Council on reconciliation with separated Christians. Cardinal Ottaviani and Fr Tromp considered that only the Theological Commission was competent to deal with doctrinal questions, the role of the other Commissions being of a
more practical nature. Thus there was no interaction between doctrinal questions
and pastoral concerns.
Nevertheless, encouraging signs were gradually appearing. The Central Preparatory Commission, consisting mainly of bishops playing an important role in
their own countries, was requiring a more pastoral approach from the various
Preparatory Commissions and sent some of the schemas back to be reworked.22
The atmosphere of the Theological Commission itself began to become more
open.
At the beginning of August 1962, two months before the opening of the
Council, Congar still had no clear idea about the likely role he was to play in
the conciliar Commissions. He offered his services to Mgr Weber, who chose
him as his personal expert at the Council and consulted him on the preparatory
schemas, which he had just received. It was only on 28 September that his name
appeared in the first wave of nominations of official Council experts published
in L’Osservatore Romano.23 He would thus be able to attend all the General Congregations in St Peter’s Basilica and to participate in the workings of the conciliar
Commissions, when invited to do so by one of their members.
The First Session (from 11 October to 8 December 1962)
On 9 October 1962, Congar, with the French bishops, boarded the plane that was
to take them to Rome for the First Session. While with them, he championed a
plan for an initial message from the Council Fathers to the world, an idea that
22. He had direct information about this from Cardinals Liénart and Richaud, and Mgr
Hurley.
23. Curiously enough, Congar does not mention this, though it was so important for what
followed; he simply mentioned in passing that he had gone to collect his expert’s identity card the day after his arrival in Rome.
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came from his friend and master, M-D Chenu OP. He also campaigned for the
doctrinal schemas to be revised, while his more radical theological colleagues
from across the Rhine were advocating their complete rejection.
The postponement of the election of members to the conciliar Commissions,
which was secured by Cardinals Liénart and Frings on 13 October, was looked
upon by Congar as the first conciliar act; that same day he wrote ‘What I foresaw
is happening: the Council itself could well be very different from its preparation’,
adding, the next day, that thanks to the preparation for these elections, collegiality was being launched. The preparation of the message to the world by the conciliar assembly on 20 October, even though the text differed considerably from
that prepared with Chenu, portrayed a Church that wanted to renew itself and
rejoin the world in a spirit of dialogue and service.
The first text to be examined by the conciliar Fathers was the schema on the
liturgy, which incorporated many of the achievements of the liturgical movement. The debate gave the assembly the opportunity to run itself in, so to speak,
and to establish the polarities. Congar sought, more or less successfully, to arrange for a Council Father to intervene on the topics that were important to him
on the ecclesiological plane: the granting of Communion under both kinds to the
laity, the bases of the participation of the laity in the liturgy.
But, at the same time, and principally in conjunction with German, Belgian, Dutch and French theologians, he was preparing the debate on the doctrinal schemas that had been drawn up by the Preparatory Theological Commission. Some of the bishops got things started: Mgr Volk, Bishop of Mainz,
formerly a professor of theology, Mgr Elchinger, Coadjutor Bishop of Strasbourg, whom Cardinal Liénart had asked to act as liaison between the German
and French bishops, and Cardinal Suenens, Archbishop of Malines-Brussels.
Several theologians each prepared his own attempt at an audacious draft foreword to the doctrinal schemas. One of these texts, prepared principally by Karl
Rahner and distributed too soon to the Fathers, came to nothing: it reflected
too strongly the author’s own theological views. As for Congar attempt, it was
put to one side.
Eventually, the work of these theologians was aimed more realistically at preparing alternative texts that might serve to replace the schema on the sources
of Revelation (De fontibus) and the one on the Church. On 18 October, Congar agreed to work as one of an international team led by Gérard Philips in the
preparation of a new schema on the Church that had been requested by Cardinal
Suenens. On 10 November, at the request of J Daniélou, he took part in the rewriting of the De fontibus and thus found himself a member of the ‘workshops’
that were to organise the French bishops and their experts from that point and
throughout the Sessions. It was on these two schemas that the preoccupations of
many bishops were centred, and Congar very soon found himself being asked by
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various groups of bishops for discussions with them, and lectures on these two
topics. These encounters made manifest the strong expectation of a schema on
the Church that would complete the First Vatican Council on the question of the
episcopate.
It was with the opening of the debate on De fontibus on 14 November that a
conciliar majority and minority clearly appeared in relation to the question of the
relationship between Scripture and Tradition: the defenders of a controversialist
anti-Protestant attitude against the partisans of theological renewal and openness. Congar recommended the development of a text that would be acceptable
to all, and prepared a draft intervention along these lines that was to be used by
Mgr Zoa in aula. Although the vote on 20 November that rejected the schema did
not secure the required two-thirds majority, it led to a legal deadlock that John
XXIII cleared the following day by setting up a joint Commission charged with
writing anew a schema on Revelation. Congar, who at the time was working on
the question of Tradition, regretted not having been called upon to take part in it.
As for the schema De ecclesia, it was not distributed to the Fathers until 23
November, although the debate was to begin on 1 December. On 28 November,
Congar found himself being made responsible by the French bishops for organising
working parties. The debate itself, which did not last long, revealed the assembly’s
dissatisfaction and need for an extensive revision of the schema. In fact, things were
moving in the direction of preparing for the intersession, with the interventions of
Cardinals Montini and Suenens each suggesting a veritable programme of conciliar
action centred above all on the theme of the Church, and with the setting up, announced on 6 December, of a Co-ordinating Commission charged with supervising the work of the conciliar Commissions until the next Session.
The Session ended on 8 December. Congar quite often had the impression
that he was wasting his time. It is true that he had not, up to that date, been called
upon by any conciliar Commission, and that the French bishops, still not very
well organised, were slow in making use of his abilities.
However, a number of episcopates had asked to meet with him, and the Secretariat for Unity had invited him to attend their meetings with the non-Catholic
Observers. In addition, he had been involved in the initial steps taken by the
informal grouping of bishops and theologians ‘Jesus, the Church and the poor’,
which was to be active throughout the Council along the lines of an evangelical
conversion of the Church and the taking into account of the world of the poor.
But, above all, Congar was convinced that the Council had need of this runningin period and, when all is said and done, he recognised that a Council spirit had
been created and that the presence of the Observers had a considerable impact.
First intersession (from 8 December 1962 to 29 September 1963)
The first echoes that Congar heard of the Co-ordinating Commission led him
to think that the Council had really been released from the grip of the Roman
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Curia. It was in this new climate that he gladly took part in the work of repairing
the De Ecclesia. He made his own contribution to the last revision of the Philips
schema sponsored by Cardinal Suenens, but he also met together with the German experts who were preparing another proposal. He sent his first contributions to Études et documents, dossiers that the French episcopate was to circulate
from then onwards during the Council. These dossiers, intended primarily for the
French bishops, were to be widely appreciated well beyond France itself.
When the Doctrinal Commission began the revision of the De ecclesia in
Rome, many were astonished that Congar was not present, and he was summoned
to join the sub-commission responsible for this revision. From then onwards he
was to be a more or less permanent expert on the Doctrinal Commission. The
Philips schema was adopted as a working basis and its author quickly became the
real animator of this revision. Seduced by the efficiency and the good atmosphere
of mutual understanding between the Belgian experts, Congar moved into the
Belgian College, which was to be from then onwards one of the strategic focal
points of the Council. On 13 March he there celebrated the happy conclusion of
the De ecclesia with those whom he now considered his friends: Gérard Philips,
but also the Belgians Charles Moeller and Gustave Thils. After centuries of Roman centralisation, which had reached their culminating point in the pontificate
of Pius XII, Congar rejoiced to see episcopal collegiality finding its place in a
conciliar schema.
Having returned to Rome for the last chapters of the De ecclesia, Congar was
also, for the first time, approached by Mgr Garrone, at the time the only French
bishop on the Doctrinal Commission, who asked him to work on ‘schema XVII’
on the Church in the world. This had been put on the agenda in January by the
Co-ordinating Commission, which entrusted it to a Joint Commission comprising members of both the Doctrinal Commission and the Commission for the
Apostolate of the Laity. Mgr Garrone asked him to help with the chapter on anthropology, and Congar then put in a plea for a true Christian anthropology that
would perceive humankind biblically, in the image of God, and not according to
scholastic schemes. When he came to look at the other chapters dealing with matters concerning other sectors that interested him (marriage and the family, war
and peace, culture), he regretted that the work, somewhat slapdash, had not been
based on serious documentation. The uncertainty over who would succeed John
XXIII, who had died on 3 June, was done away with on 21 June with the election
of Paul VI and the announcement that the Council was to resume. Accordingly,
the Co-ordinating Commission met again in July. At that meeting, Cardinal Suenens successfully proposed the insertion of a chapter on the People of God between the first chapter of the De ecclesia, on the mystery of the Church, and the
chapter on the hierarchy. The rector of the Belgian College, Mgr Prignon, who
had first made this suggestion, was later to assure Congar that his theology had
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played a part in it.24 Moreover, Congar was invited to Malines as part of the little
group asked by the cardinal to develop this chapter: this group was also asked to
have another look at the theological basis of schema XVII and produce for it a
text of an ecclesiological nature. Even so, Congar was to insist on the importance
of retaining the chapter on anthropology that had been prepared in May.
During this year 1963, Congar found himself fully rehabilitated. Paul VI, who
consulted him shortly after his election through his personal theologian, Carlo
Colombo, made known on several occasions the esteem he had for his work. On
13 March, the Master General of the Dominicans, Aniceto Fernandez, had summoned him in order for the first time to say ‘nice things’ to him.
Later in the year, the Master General granted the request of the Chapter of the
Province of France for Congar to undergo the Ad gradus examination and so be
declared a Master of Theology in the Dominican Order. The examination took
place on 14 September and Congar was to be fêted at Le Saulchoir on 8 December
and then in his Priory in Strasbourg on the 16 December.25 Even so, in the following year he was to write: ‘Personally, I have never been, I am still not, free of the
fears attached to a man who is suspect, sanctioned, judged, discriminated against’
(12 March 1964).
Second Session (from 29 September to 4 December 1963)
The Second Session opened with a great debate on the new schema De ecclesia. At
the Doctrinal Commission, as with the bishops that he met, Congar campaigned
on behalf of the proposed new chapter on the People of God, wishing that the
Church be presented in it within the framework of the history of salvation and, in
particular, in the context of its relationship with the people of Israel.
But it was the following chapter, on the hierarchy, dealing basically with the
episcopate and its relationship with the primacy of the Pope, that resulted in the
fiercest clash within the Conciliar assembly. By means of lectures, notes and interventions prepared for the bishops, Congar fought on behalf of the new schema
which, though by no means perfect, had the merit of bringing in the collegial
responsibility of the bishops. His friends at the Belgian College, who were permanently in touch with Cardinal Suenens, passed on to him information about the
conflicts that were rocking the supervisory bodies of the Council as to whether
or not there should be a vote of orientation as demanded by the Fathers. In the
end, such a vote was taken on 30 October and made it possible for the assembly
to declare itself clearly in favour of episcopal collegiality and the restoration of
the permanent diaconate. But on the very morning on which the vote took place,
Congar was amazed to find that many of the bishops still had not perceived what
was at stake doctrinally.
24. In a letter to Congar dated 27 September 1973 (Congar Archives).
25. This rehabilitation was to make it possible for Congar to publish his ecumenical autobiography: cf ‘Appels et cheminements, 1929–1963’, op cit.
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The question of whether or not to insert the schema on Mary into the De
Ecclesia, only just settled in the affirmative, also provoked a passionate debate.
Our ecclesiologist was all in favour of a balanced mariology and hence wished
to see the Virgin Mary situated within the Church and not above it.
A certain number of the Council Fathers wanted to see the ministry of priests
further developed in the chapter on the hierarchy. As Congar also shared this
point of view, he, together with other experts, prepared a text along these lines for
a group of French bishops. But, in the end, it was a text proposed by the German
bishops that was used as a basis by the Doctrinal Commission.
In the end, as what was to happen to the schema on Revelation remained
unclear, the French bishops asked that the living Tradition be dealt with in the
De Ecclesia. Thus Congar found himself made responsible, together with his Dominican friends and colleagues, Frs Féret and Liégé, for preparing an amended
text. The resumption of work on the De revelatione, called for by the Pope at the
end of the Session, was to sound the knell to that.
Naturally, it was with emotion that Congar attended the debate on the new
schema De oecumenismo. He noted that, although many of the Fathers entered
well into the perspective of the ecumenical movement, there were others who saw
in it nothing more than a simple strategy for promoting the return of Christians
separated from Rome. It was only in the following February that Congar was to
become involved in the work of the revision of this schema by the Secretariat for
Unity.
Following the election of additional members to the Commissions, which was
to make possible a better representation of the conciliar majority, Mgr Philips was
elected assistant secretary to the Doctrinal Commission. It was an official recognition of the man who had been working on the revision of the new De ecclesia
since the previous October, and who, de facto, had taken on the role of the now
somewhat less prominent Fr Tromp. Congar ended up in the sub-commission
charged with perfecting the new chapter on the People of God, under the leadership of Mgr Garrone.
Second intersession (from 4 December 1963 to 14 September 1964)
During this period, the Doctrinal Commission continued the work of revising
the De ecclesia following the conciliar debate in October 1963. If the work of perfecting Chapter II, on the People of God, went well, the same could not be said of
Chapter III, on the hierarchy.
In March, the meeting of the Commission led to an agreement that Congar
deemed satisfactory. But the balance thus achieved was very fragile and was soon
threatened by the pressure that was being brought to bear on a Pope who was
scrupulous, and anxious to secure unanimous agreement. Accordingly, in order
to satisfy the more conservative wing, in June Paul VI sent to the Doctrinal Commission a list of suggestions in relation to this chapter. Congar reacted then, together with his Belgian friends, in order to restrict the addition of expressions
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that excessively exalted the primacy of the pope. Alerted by Fr Pierre Duprey,
of the Secretariat for Christian Unity, he showed himself on the other hand very
sensitive to the obstacles that some sections of Chapters II and III could create
for reconcilation with the Orthodox Churches. This concern led him, during the
summer, to prepare in conjunction with Frs Duprey and Féret a list of modi for
the De ecclesia that they would distribute widely at the beginning of the Third
Session.
Congar also contributed to the writing of the future Chapter VII of Lumen
gentium, his wish being that it would not be limited to the eschatological vocation
of the Church, but that it would locate this within the framework of the eschatological vocation of humanity and of the cosmos.
Finally, in the course of the painful revision of Chapter VIII on the Virgin
Mary, he opposed those who were supporting certain mariological developments
that, in his view, threatened the unique mediation of Christ.
Congar also came to be involved in the less fraught re-working of the De reve
latione by the Doctrinal Commission. His personal contribution consisted essentially in a more concrete description of the living Tradition, going beyond the
anti-Protestant controversy concerning the respective contents of Scripture and
Tradition.
As for schema XVII, which from January onwards became schema XIII, it
was taken up again on a new basis after the rejection of the text that had been
produced in September in Malines. A group of experts meeting in Zurich in February produced a new text. This ‘Zurich text’ was submitted to the joint Commission in March. Without being as radical as K Rahner and J Ratzinger, Congar,
like his friends G Philips and C Moeller, considered that it was not sufficiently
well grounded doctrinally and that it was too naively optimistic in the face of the
ambiguity of the world of today.
During this intersession, Congar found himself involved for the first time,
though unofficially, in the work of the Secretariat for Unity. Thus it was that he
had a share in the revision of the De oecumenismo in February, as well as in the
revision of the text on the Jews. He felt that, twenty years after Auschwitz, the
Church could not keep silent on the subject of the Jewish people. In April, he was
called upon by Mgr Willebrands to prepare, with C Moeller, a new text on the
Jews and non-Christians. Whereas the previous version, endorsed almost unanimously on this point by the Secretariat for Unity, condemned the naming of the
Jewish people a ‘deicide’ people, the fear of reprisals against Christians in certain
Arab countries led Mgr Willebrands to ask them to produce a watered-down text
which did not mention this. Congar agreed to this request. From then on, he was
to be involved in all the ups and downs this text went through. Though he was in
favour of condemning this idea of a ‘deicide’ people, which would make it possible to condemn out of hand all Christian anti-Semitism, he would nevertheless
be anxious to approach the relationship between Jews and Christians in accordance with what was given in the New Testament, in the way that this was viewed
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by his confrère, the exegete Pierre Benoit, and he would also be vigilant that the
future declaration on non-Christian religions should clearly recognise Christ as
being the fullness of the truth of salvation.
Third Session (from 14 September to 21 November 1964)
This Session saw the culmination of the schemas De oecumenismo and De ecclesia. It was with the latter that Congar was particularly concerned. Pleased though
he was to see the Doctrinal Commission take into account the modi that he had
drafted concerning priests, he was at the same time disappointed at the lack of
interest shown by G Philips in the modi he had suggested in order to keep open
the possibility of dialogue with the Orthodox. He was to perceive, by degrees,
that Philips, in endeavouring to secure a unanimous vote on the schema, had
been obliged to concentrate on the front of the most radical of those opposed to
collegiality, and to negotiate whatever concessions were necessary to secure their
support, in particular, the Nota explicativa praevia in relation to Chapter III of the
schema. However, Congar urged the Fathers to approve the final version of the
schema, in contrast with some of the more radical experts who did not.
Congar collaborated in the revision of both the De revelatione and the schema
on non-Christian religious. The author of Jalons pour une théologie du laïcat offered his services for the schema on the Apostolate of the Laity, but was turned
down. On the other hand, he was to find himself involved in the recasting of two
other texts with which the Council Fathers were unhappy, one on priests and the
other on the missions. These, shortened considerably, had been reduced to a collection of propositions, following in this the instructions that had been given by
the Co-ordinating Commission in January with the aim of bringing the Council
to a speedier conclusion. It was at the level of the theological foundations of these
propositions that Congar was to make his contribution to these two schemas, following in the wake of the De ecclesia. Towards the end of the Council, he was to
express his joy at having thus been able to be of service to two causes which were
close to his own heart: the ministry of priests and missionary activity.
The schema on priests was very quickly destined to be completely rewritten
and, as early as 15 October, Congar had offered his services to Mgr Marty, who
was a member of the Commission for the Clergy. He was thus included in the
new team of experts charged with rewriting it in conjunction, in particular, with
the Frenchmen Joseph Lécuyer, Henri Denis and Gustave Martelet, but also with
some Spaniards from Opus Dei such as Julian Herranz and Alvaro del Portillo.
From the start, Congar suggested viewing the priesthood in the context of a biblical theology of priesthood, but he settled for a less ambitious project that was
more easily acceptable by the Fathers. The team of experts succeeded in completing the text and distributing it before the end of the Session.
As for the Commission on the missions, forestalling unfavourable reactions,
it successfully proposed to the conciliar assembly the preparation of a full-scale
schema on the missions. In spite of the resistance of his president, Cardinal Aga-
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gianian, Mgr Riobé, who was a member of the Commission, succeeded in getting
Congar into the sub-commission charged with producing a revised version, so
that Congar could contribute to the theological part.
Third intersession (from 21 November 1964 to 14 September 1965)
As soon as he returned to Strasbourg, Congar started work on writing the doctrinal chapter that he had to prepare for the schema on the missions. He did so in
conjunction with the missiologists Xavier Seumois and Joseph Glazik. In January,
the sub-commission, which met by the shores of Lake Nemi, put the finishing
touches to the new text. Congar, who conceived of missionary activity as coextensive with the entire life of the Church, came up against a narrower view, held by
the Congregation for Propaganda and some missionary institutes, limiting missionary activity to specific territories. He was thus led to prepare a compromise
text situating the missions in the strictly territorial sense in the wider framework
of the evangelising action of the Church.
Schema XIII, which had been strongly criticised during the Third Session,
was tackled anew by a new team under the leadership of Pierre Haubtmann. Congar was invited in February to the meeting arranged in Ariccia in order to put the
finishing touches to this new draft. There he contributed to the first part, which
outlined the theological bases, in particular that Christian anthropology called
for by the Council Fathers. However, he also contributed to a chapter on the mission of the Church in the world that it was decided to add to the document. Confronted by the combined threats of a conservative wing rejecting the opening to
the modern world and some of the German experts who felt that its theological
basis was too weak, Congar committed himself from then on to defending the existence of the schema, while at the same time working to improve it, in particular
by means of interventions suggested to some of the Council Fathers.
Congar also met up again with the experts of the Secretariat for Unity. Not
only did he continue to help with putting the finishing touches to the schema on
non-Christian religions, but he also became more deeply involved in the work of
revising the Declaration on Religious Freedom. This, to his delight, was to turn
its back to the intransigent and negative attitude of Pius IX and the Syllabus and
was to make possible a real dialogue with the various currents of the contemporary world. But those who were in favour of this right to religious freedom were
divided on the question of the basis on which to rest the Declaration. Were they
to favour an approach based on Christian Revelation, or instead a more philosophical and rational argumentation? In February, Congar, who was inclined to
the first approach, secured agreement to a preamble on education to freedom in
the history of salvation. In May, however, he agreed to abandon this approach in
order to secure a wider consensus.
Finally, in March and April, Congar was involved in the revision of the schema on priests, on the basis of comments on the schema that had been submitted
at the end of the Third Session.
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Fourth Session (from 14 September to 8 December 1965)
Congar frequently found himself torn in two during this last Session, owing to
the number of Commissions to which he now belonged. In each one, he worked
towards securing agreement when the schemas being discussed were under
threat. This was the case with the schema on Revelation, in which the minority
would have liked to reintroduce mention of a wider content of revealed truths in
Tradition than in Scripture. A number of modi were proposed along these lines,
in particular by the Pope, who hoped to rally this minority and secure a unanimous vote. Congar sought a compromise solution that would retain the possibility of accepting the doctrine of the material sufficiency of Scripture that had
been largely accepted in the Middle Ages. The same was true of the Decree on
Religious Freedom. In this case, Congar worked on the paragraphs dealing with
the basis of this freedom in Revelation. But above all he worked actively in putting the finishing touches to a new preamble that stated from the outset the mission of evangelisation and the duty that everyone has to seek religious truth. This
preamble would also rally the support of all those who feared, as Congar himself
feared, that the decree might favour indifferentism.
Congar was also very involved in the revision of the schemas on the missions
and on priests. He endeavoured to acquit himself scrupulously of the fastidious
task of reading and synthesising the comments submitted by the Council Fathers
so that this revision would in fact meet their wishes. However, this did not prevent him from adopting, in relation to them, the role of advocate in favour of his
own convictions. Thus in the schema on the missions he endeavoured to ensure
that account was taken of the ecumenical dimension. Similarly, in the schema on
priests, he secured acceptance of his idea, based on Romans 15:16, of an apostolic
and pastoral ‘priesthood of the Gospel’, and not merely a cultic one.
This session also saw the flowering of schema XIII. Congar, who had worked
on the revision of the anthropological chapter, was to regret later that he had not
been called upon by the editorial team that put the finishing touches to the text,
as he would above all have liked to work on the question of the attitude of the
Church to atheism.
But the last Session led the theologians to reflect on their role after the Council. On 30 November, Hans Küng brought a number of them together and an organic collaboration between bishops and theologians was firmly called for. Congar, who was later to be appointed to the International Theological Commission,
was associated, from 1965 onwards, with the implementation of the Council and
in particular with that of the decree Unitatis redintegratio. In May, within the Secretariat for Unity, he took part in the development of an ecumenical Directory.
In August, he attended the first official meeting between Catholics and Lutherans since the century of the Reformation, a prelude to the setting up of an
International Catholic/Lutheran Commission in 1967. In November, he took part
in the meeting of the joint working party between the Catholic Church and the
World Council of Churches and then in the work of the Academic Committee
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charged with preparing the basis for the future Ecumenical Institute of Theological Research that was to be established at Tantur near Jerusalem.
After the Fourth Session (from 8 December 1965 to 30 September 1966)
It is significant that the Journal does not break off at the end of the Council, but,
in fact, on 30 September 1966, on the conclusion, in Rome, of the International
Congress of Theology on Vatican II. It thus gives us, through Congar’s various
commitments, an insight into the evolution, so very important in his eyes, of
this more trusting collaboration between bishops and theologians that had come
into being during the Council. In addition to attending this Congress, he also attended the post-conciliar Commission on the Missions and the new Secretariat
for Non-believers. This collaboration was to be facilitated by the appointment to
some important posts in the Roman Curia of some of the great Council figures,
such as Mgr Garrone,26 and C Moeller.27 However, the difficulties encountered in
Rome by Y Congar and G Baraúna for the publication of certain works presaged
the existence of tensions that would not fail to surface in the course of the implementation of the Council.
Congar and his mission as an expert
Congar had gone to the Council in a spirit of availability which he described as
follows:
‘It is because I have (somehow or other) followed what I believed
to be the will and the call of God. It is he who has managed everything, prepared everything. At the Council itself, I have no other
rule except to make him direct everything. A fully God-centred
ethic, even in small material details. I have taken the following as
a general rule: not to undertake anything unless asked to do so by
the bishops. It is they who are the Council. However, if an initiative
bore the mark of a call from God, I would open myself to it.’ (31
October 1962)
This was, in effect, to be his attitude throughout the Council. On the one hand he
felt the need to respect fully the mission of the Council Fathers themselves. We
thus see him scrupulously going through and classifying their comments on the
schemas and bearing them in mind while they were being revised by the Commission. At the same time, however, he did not hesitate to present the results of
his own theological research in countless lectures, and to campaign for this or
that initiative. At the beginning of the Council, he fought for a message to the
world and for a revision of the doctrinal schemas; later, he was to fight for the
26. He was appointed Pro-Prefect of the Congregation for Seminaries and Universities.
27. He was appointed sub-secretary of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.
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chapter on the People of God to be written in accordance with the history of salvation in which he included the role of the Jewish people, for schema XIII to be
tackled by the Fathers on the basis of an assessment of the state of the world, and
also for the Council to produce a new Profession of Faith.
Congar also took part in the intense collaboration that had been established
between pastors and theologians. Whereas some of the great theologians such as
Scheeben, Döllinger or Newman had not been invited to attend Vatican I, the Fathers of Vatican II were to make considerable use of theologians, who recovered a
real freedom of speech28 and a great many of whom ‘exercised a true magisterium’
(21 October 1962).29 Congar would be able to write that ‘this Council will have
been to a considerable extent that of the theologians’ (5 October 1965).
But the relationship between bishops and theologians must not cause us to
forget the third partner, which is the People of God. During the Council, this
showed itself in the presence of lay Auditors but also, and to a much greater extent, through public opinion. Congar, who deemed the sensus fidelium important,
did not hesitate to enlighten ecclesial public opinion with his articles.
As an expert, Congar began by experiencing the ‘fact of the Council’, this assembly involving an unforeseeable element and needing to grow to maturity
more or less slowly. He saw therein ‘a profound anthropological truth’ which
should serve to moderate impatience. Nonetheless he was often both impatient
and weary at having to attend General Congregations that amounted to a series
of interventions instead of a genuine debate. He regretted that the experts who
had drafted and then revised the schemas were not allowed to come and present
them. But in the end, although such things had hardly been thought of in advance, he noted with astonishment that a spirit of the Council was in fact emerging and that the conciliar schemas were gradually finding their own coherence.
Nevertheless, this did not come about without some painful clashes. Though
a conciliar majority and minority emerged, the composition of each could often
vary more or less markedly depending on the topic under discussion. Congar
clearly understood that Paul VI wanted to secure a large consensus of the Fathers and that that presupposed compromise. It was in this spirit that he himself
worked in the Commissions and in relation to the Fathers, accepting that his own
ideas could not fully prevail and in this way distancing himself from some of the
more intransigent experts. Moreover, someone who has had the experience of
being set aside, and viewed with suspicion, practises a kind of intra-ecclesial ecumenism with those who might, in their turn, feel themselves banished from the
ecclesial communion after the Council, even while regretting that some showed
28. This recovered freedom was to open the way for the plan for an international theological journal to be implemented with the creation of Concilium, with which Congar had
been associated since 1963.
29. Cf Karl Heinz Neufeld, ‘Au service du Concile, Évêques et théologiens au deuxième
Concile du Vatican’, in René Latourelle, Vatican II, Bilan et perspectives, vingt-cinq ans
après (1962–1987), Volume I (Montréal, Bellarmine ; Paris, Cerf, 1988), 95–124.
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a purely negative spirit while others adopted underhand procedures in the work
of the Council.
The various ways in which Congar operated during the Council
Congar’s Journal bears witness to the variety of ways in which an expert operated at the Council, whether within the various Commissions, in relation to the
Fathers, the non-Catholic Observers or else in theological publications and in
the press. It also reveals the importance of the more or less informal networks, of
conversations at mealtimes or in the corridors, and personal contact.
Among these contacts, there were first and foremost those which Congar
had with the other experts. In the Preparatory Theological Commission, which
was dominated by theologians based in Rome, Congar counted only a few fellow members who were genuinely open to renewal. On the other hand, in the
Secretariat for Christian Unity, he met up again with several friends who were
sometimes very close and with whom he had worked in the ecumenical field, in
particular within the Catholic Conference for Ecumenical Matters, and who kept
him abreast of contacts with the separated brethren. Even though he collaborated
only unofficially with the Secretariat during the Council, the relationships which
he maintained with its members were for him essential.
During the First Session, Congar, who was already weakened by his illness,
felt very isolated at the Angelicum, where he was staying; he was no longer associated with the work of the Theological Commission which, moreover, rarely met.
However, he very quickly found himself integrated into that circle of theologians
from North Western Europe, in which principally the Germans, the Belgians,
the Dutch and the French worked side by side and which was to dominate to a
marked degree the theological activity of the Council.
While he admired the ability of K Rahner and appreciated the collaboration
of J Ratzinger, he did not share the reforming radicalism of the German experts
and proved to be himself much more prepared to compromise. Unlike H Küng,
who kept himself out of all the Commissions in order to be freer in his criticism,
Y Congar faithfully committed himself to patiently improving the schemas, even
though he perceived their limits. In this, he was much closer to the Belgian experts, with whom he got on extremely well. He appreciated their pragmatism and
their realism, which led them to look to the possible and not the ideal, according
to a tactical method that he was to define as follows: ‘come to an understanding
in advance, know very precisely what one wants to avoid, what one wants to get
passed; prepare a fall-back position; win people round to one’s own point of view
and neutralise the others’ (22 April 1964). It was principally with them that he
prepared for many meetings of the Theological Commission or of its various subcommissions. During these meetings, his own interventions were, as he himself
recognised, ‘rather discreet and rare’ (2 June 1964).
This is explained by a reserved temperament, as well by the lack of requests for
help coming from the French bishops who were members of this Commission.
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However, he was to reach a very positive conclusion concerning the work of this
Commission which had, in his view, made possible a real theological encounter
between the various schools of thought at the Council. Moreover, it was the model
of the Doctrinal Commission that he had in mind when he became progressively
more involved in the work of other Commissions and of the Secretariat for Unity.
But over and above the work in the commissions, Congar was at work among
the Council Fathers in order to prepare the debates in aula. Although he had
come to the Council as the personal expert of Mgr Weber, Bishop of Strasbourg,
the bishop, who was quite elderly, very rarely called on him. On the other hand,
his young Coadjutor, Mgr Elchinger, who was very much up to date with theological and pastoral renewal, and who was responsible for contacts between the
French and German episcopates, quickly involved Congar in the ‘Conciliar strategy’ meetings that he was organising between the bishops and theologians of
North Western Europe. However, the French episcopate was in no hurry to make
use of the abilities of the theologian. Congar felt this was due both to the still
fairly recent suspicions of him in Rome as well as to the hesitation occasioned
by his own very poor health. He also expressed regret that the French bishops
were less combative at the theological level, and that their interventions, often
homiletic in style, took the form of wide-ranging pastoral syntheses with little
doctrinal acuity. However, there is no need to minimise the real influence the
theologian had on the French bishops. Although he was very infrequently called
upon to contribute to the ‘workshops’ that they had set up in Rome, his lectures
had a real impact as did his contributions to the Études et documents distributed
by the episcopate’s secretariat which reached well beyond the country’s borders.
Clearly, however, Congar’s influence was not restricted to the French bishops.
Though he was not often asked to prepare interventions for the conciliar assembly or amendments for the revision of the schemas, though he had relatively few
on-going contacts with particular bishops, his Journal mentions an impressive
number of lectures and talks given to different groups of bishops on the main
ecclesiological and ecumenical topics that they were dealing with. In addition,
though in the end he did not feel it had been very effective, Congar regularly attended the meetings of the informal group known as ‘Jesus, the Church and the
poor’.
For Congar, the presence at the Council of the non-Catholic Observers and
of the guests invited by the Secretariat for Unity was an extraordinary event and
made it possible for the Council to go beyond a mere improvement of what he
called the ‘system’, and to open an era of dialogue with those whom he called the
‘Others’ (other Christians, but more widely representing other spiritual worlds).
The man who had been, in the Catholic world, one of the pioneers of ecumenical contact, thus met up again with old friends in the conciliar aula and its surroundings. In particular he was invited several times to attend the working sessions with the Council experts that the Secretariat for Unity organised each week
for the Observers and other guests.
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Finally, Congar’s influence was at work also through his various publications: books, interviews and articles. The bulletins that he wrote for Informations
Catholiques Internationales or for other periodicals and that were then published
on conclusion of each session,30 make it possible to grasp clearly the profound
issues at stake in the conciliar adventure. As for the theological works that Congar published before and during the Council, these had a very deep influence,
of which he received many testimonials during the Council sessions. Thus he
recorded that the collective volume L’Épiscopat et l’Église universelle, which he
was working on before the Council and which was published in 1962, prior to
the first Session, in the ‘Unam Sanctam’ collection, had had a ‘decisive’ impact (22
November 1963), which encouraged him to prepare a work of the same type on
the question of poverty.31 Among the many things published by Congar during
the Council, special mention should be made of the influence of his works on
Tradition, published in 1960 and 1963.
Congar and his vision of the Council
The reforming and ecumenical purpose of the Council
Although some of the Curia circles saw in the Council an opportunity to condemn what they considered dangerous in theological writings, Congar, for his
part, felt that there was no harm in delay and that it was above all the Church
that was being put in question by the world ‘which was calling on it to rejoin it in
order to speak validly of Jesus Christ’.32 Ever since 1959, at a meeting in Chevetogne, it had seemed to him that ‘today the questions are above all those that are
being addressed to the Church by the world and by the Others. They are missionary, ecumenical and pastoral questions’.33 During the First Session, he noted in
his chronicles: ‘It seems certain that the Council will be principally apostolic and
pastoral. Even the theological formulations should take on this tonality. If there
are points of doctrine to be discussed or expressed in a new way, it is those that
are concerned with the evangelical and pastoral relationship with others’.34 Thus
the Council would be both doctrinal and pastoral and the relationship between
the two aspects would be essential. As he was to write later: ‘The pastoral is no
less doctrinal, but it is doctrinal in a way that is not content with conceptualising,
defining, deducing and anathematising: it seeks to express the saving truth in a
way that reaches out to the men and women of today, takes up their difficulties,
replies to their questions’.35 In this regard, he quickly came up against men such
30. See the four volumes: Le Concile au jour le jour (Paris: Cerf, 1963); Le Concile au jour
le jour. Deuxième session (Paris: Cerf, 1964); Le Concile au jour le jour. Troisième session
(Paris: Cerf, 1965; Le Concile au jour le jour. Quatrième session (Paris: Cerf, 1966).
31. See Église et pauvreté, ‘Unam Sanctam’, 57 (Paris: Cerf, 1965).
32. Yves M-J Congar, Le Concile au jour le jour, op cit, 11.
33. ‘Conclusion’, in Le Concile et les conciles, op cit, 329.
34. Yves M-J Congar, Le Concile au jour le jour, op cit, 15.
35. Le Concile de Vatican II. Son Église peuple de Dieu et corps du Christ, ‘Théologie histo-
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as Cardinal Ottaviani or Fr Tromp, for whom the pastoral was, like ecumenism, a
purely practical matter, reserved for other organisms.
In investigating the history of doctrines to do with ecclesiology in the years
before the Council, Congar had rightly observed the extent to which the Church’s
contacts ad extra had influenced its own inner evolution and in particular her
ecclesiology. The Gregorian Reform, in reaction to secular pretensions, the defensive reactions provoked by the putting of things in question by the Protestant
Reformation, then the currents of modern thought had led to a progressive concentration of ecclesiastical power in the papacy36 and, in the same movement, had
reduced the treatise on the Church to a narrowly juridical approach.
With the end of Christendom, the new situation of the Church in a world that
was now escaping from its tutelage was leading it not only to an aggiornamento,
as John XXIII called it, but to a genuine ecclesial reform, as Paul VI was later to
say. It was not to be simply a question of improving or rendering more flexible
what Congar called ‘the system’, that is to say the institutional organisation and its
discourse, but of achieving a true renewal in order to place the Church in a state
of mission and of dialogue with this modern world. This renewal comes by means
of a thoroughgoing return to sources in both Scripture and Tradition. Since writing his book Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’Église, in order to define what form an
ecclesial reform might take, he had adopted the words of Charles Péguy: ‘an appeal from a less perfect tradition to one that is more perfect, an appeal from a less
profound tradition to one that is more so, an extension of tradition, a going deeper: a search for the deeper sources; in the literal sense of the world, a resource’.37
In order to make progress in this direction, the presence of the representatives of
other Churches and of Eastern Catholics played, for Congar, a vital role.
It is at this point that the dynamic of the Council fuses in an astonishing way
with the ecumenical and ecclesiological vocation that Congar had recognised to
be his since 1930, when he reflected on John 17. In fact, Congar saw from the beginning the reunion of Christians as the ultimate aim of the Council. From John
XXIII onwards, the Catholic Church became fully involved in the ecumenical
movement. From then on, ecumenism was no longer to be a particular discipline, but ‘a dimension of everything that is done in the Church’.38 As early as the
opening of the Council, Congar recorded with realism: ‘It would be fanciful to be
hoping for decisions to unite; but it is not fanciful to hope for the establishment
of a relationship of dialogue that could pave the way for decisive reconciliation on
certain points’.39 In fact, the ecumenical opening was to surpass all others by the
reintegration of values that had become blurred in the Catholic Church and that
the other Churches had known better how to develop; hence the decisive role of
36.
37.
38.
39.

rique’, 71 (Beauchesne, 1984) 64.
He noted in his Journal in July 1960 that ‘by 1950, it was perfect’.
Foreword to Cahiers de la Quinzaine, 1 March, 1904.
Yves M-J Congar, Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session, op cit, 105.
Yves M-J Congar, Le Concile au jour le jour, op cit, 14.
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a good De revelatione and a good De ecclesia: hence also the real recognition of
the Eastern tradition in the Catholic Church (25 October 1963), a tradition that
had been better able to preserve and develop certain values than had the Latin
tradition.40
For a Church refreshed from its sources
When he began his Journal, Congar felt that the Council had come too soon: only
the youngest bishops had been able to enter into that return to the biblical, patristic and liturgical sources that was essential for a genuine reform of the Church.
In his chronicles, he drew a distinction between those who were ‘resourced’ and
those who were ‘un-resourced’41 and opted, himself, in favour of a Catholicism
that was refreshed from its sources, ‘that is, at the same time, a Catholicism centred once more on Christ, and that is at one and the same time biblical, liturgical,
paschal, community-centred, ecumenical and missionary’.42
In this theological movement of the Council, setting oneself to listen to the
Word of God is essential. Congar noted that in the texts of the Preparatory Theological Commission, ‘the SOURCE is not the Word of God: it is the Church itself,
and even the Church reduced to the Pope, which is VERY serious’ (24 August
1961). He added that: ‘all the work has been done as if the encyclicals were THE
necessary and sufficient source. It is a NOVELTY in the technical sense this word
has in theology’ (ibid).
During the Second Session, he further commented: ‘For years I have realised
that at no time has the Word of God been encountered in an entirely new and
fresh way. There has not been a REAL return to the sources[...] Exegetes have
played almost no part in the work: those from Jerusalem and the Biblical Institute
have been set aside’ (12 October 1963).
This source, which is the Word of God, is given to us through Scripture and
Tradition, and it ought to be listened to by the pope, the bishops and the Church
as a whole, hence the importance, for Congar, of the De revelatione: ‘a text that
ought to provide the basis for a renewal in theology and preaching, as well as the
basis for ecumenical dialogue for several decades to come’.43
In Congar’s view, the return to Scripture went hand in hand with the great
importance he attached to the category of the history of salvation. It was on the
occasion of a meeting of Paul VI with the Observers that Congar drew attention
to the importance of specific teaching relating to it, picking up the idea expressed
by Paul VI: ‘it would be extremely important that there should be, in every Catho-

40. See in particular his meetings with the Melkite bishops on 27 October 1962 and 10
October 1963.
41. Le Concile au jour le jour, op cit, 45.
42. Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session, op cit, 111.
43. Le Concile au jour le jour. Quatrième session, op cit, 20.
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lic university centre, a chair of the theology of the history of salvation, where the
divine economy in the history of the People of God would be studied’.44
Even more radically, however, one can say that the return to the Word of God
made possible through the history of salvation required a deepening of the theology of the Trinity, the movement of the Son and the Spirit in the world itself
drawing its dynamism from the life of the Trinity ad intra. At its very root, the
Church is Ecclesia de Trinitate, it is People of God, Body of Christ and Temple of
the Spirit. Congar was to conclude later that Vatican II had done nothing more
than undertake a deepening of ecclesiology based on ‘a trinitarian theo-logy’.45
Towards a renewed ecclesiology
This refocusing on the Word, on the history of salvation and, more profoundly,
on the mystery of the Trinity is at the root of a new vision of the Church that
became progressively clearer as the Council was in progress. It is characterised by
the transition from an essentially juridical vision to a sacramental one that places
what he calls a Christian ontology, the ontology of grace ahead of ministerial
structures.
It is Christian existence, the quality of the disciple that is primary, founded on
the sacraments of initiation. Congar regretted that ‘an ecclesiology that did not
include an anthropology’46 (CJJ II, 108) had been constructed, and he agreed with
his Orthodox friends, A Schmemann and N Nissiotis, in judging that ‘the best
ecclesiology would be, in the De populo Dei, a development on the Christian human being’ (17 October 1963). Thus, in connection with the chapter on the laity,
his wish was that, in virtue of the primacy given to ‘Christian ontology or to the
spiritual reality of the Christian human being over the structures of service and
commandment’, the Council would not be content with ‘describing the condition
of lay people in the Church, but give us a chapter that was dense and full of Biblical vigour about what a Christian human being is!’47
This explains the importance that Congar attached to certain results of the
Council. He insisted in particular on the decisive nature, for a renewal of the
whole of ecclesiology, of the insertion of a chapter on the People of God ahead
of the one on the hierarchy in the Constitution Lumen gentium. But he also welcomed the expounding of the notion of living Tradition, borne by this Christian
People, the sketch of a Christian anthropology in Gaudium et spes, as well as the
integration of the chapter on Mary into the schema on the Church.
As for the ministerial structures, they are above all at the service of this Christian existence and they too are viewed in the light of their sacramental basis: this
is particularly true of the episcopate and of the restored permanent diaconate.
44.
45.
46.
47.

Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session, op cit, 103–104.
Le Concile de Vatican II. Son Église peuple de Dieu et corps du Christ, op cit, 82.
Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session, op cit, 108.
Ibid.
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This Christian ontology is very profoundly an ontology of communion, modelled on the Trinity. In the audience Paul VI gave him on 8 June 1964, Congar
ventured to say to him that his ecumenical gestures ‘indicate (. . .) an ecclesiology
that has not yet been worked out: an ecclesiology of Communion, in which the
Church is seen as a Communion of Churches’. Moreover, it was in this ontology of
communion that a theology of episcopal collegiality could sink its roots.48
In this return to the primary character of Christian ontology and Christian
existence, the eschatological dimension, which had been brought back to light by
biblical exegesis, could not be under-estimated. Situated between the Incarnation
and the Parousia, the Church rediscovers her proper place in the midst of humanity and of the cosmos: it is not the Kingdom of God already attained, but the
‘sacrament of salvation’. This expression, which was taken up by the Council, expresses well, in Congar’s view, the mission of the Church: People of God inserted
into the history of humankind. The Church must no longer look upon itself as a
citadel, obsessed with the battle against enemy forces. It is called to enter into a
true dialogue with the contemporary world, a dialogue that Congar did not envisage naively, as being without confrontations and arguments between the parties,
but one in which both partners would enrich each other, the Church having the
mission to proclaim the Gospel and to serve the world in accordance with this
Gospel, the world leading the Church to question the Gospel anew, to purify itself
continually and to develop its catholicity by welcoming new values. This Church
‘servant and poor’, aware of its weaknesses and of its deficiencies throughout history, must show itself to be in solidarity with the world in its pilgrimage towards
the Kingdom.
A stage on the Church’s way
This renewal of ecclesiology that Congar hoped and prayed for was realised only
gradually and partially during the Council. To begin with, it was marked by the
clash between the conciliar majority and minority. But Congar did not have a
Manichaean view it. He considered that the activity of the experts on the minority side, most of whom were men of the Curia and of the Holy Office, had forced
the conciliar majority to clarify their own ideas.49 He even hoped that the options
put forward in the concilar schemas might be clearly explained to the Fathers:50
48. In ‘La mission dans la théologie de l’Église’, Repenser la Mission. Rapports et compterendu de la XXXV semaine de Missiologie de Louvain (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1965)
61, Congar wrote: ‘Collegiality (. . .) affects the deep nature of the episcopate and of the
Church; it expresses its nature, in which there is a mystery of communion. More and
more, where collegiality is concerned, recourse is had to the model of the Three Divine Persons who are one... There are still many things to be made deeper and worked
out in the theology of collegiality.’
49. Cf Une vie pour la vérité, op cit, 141.
50. Congar regretted that the rapporteur of a text was not able to defend his text after having presented it to the Fathers, as had been the case at Vatican I (Le Concile au jour le
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whether this was concerning collegiality, where the De Beata Maria should be
placed, or the matter of a ‘deicide’ people.
In the same spirit, he thought it preferable to take the time to clarify the question of religious freedom and not have a text voted on with headlong haste. He
even considered that one should try to reach unanimity,51 and he did not hesitate
to meet an adversary of collegiality such as R Dulac, of Pensée catholique, in the
hope of showing him that the declarations of Vatican I were not being put in danger (18 September 1964). For him, the Nota praevia explicativa ought to play ‘the
role that Zinelli’s speech had played at Vatican I’ (16 November 1964). Congar, in
fact, and in this he was completely traditional, considered that a Council did not
have the objective of securing victory for one theological school of thought. At
the end of the last Session, he wrote:
‘However, the Council has been very careful not to seek the victory of one particular school of theology over another. On several
important points, its formulas do not settle the debates between
theological schools. We ourselves, who have worked in several
Commissions, can bear witness to the care that was taken in this
regard. We should also like to say that, often, the opposition of the
minority made a contribution that was, all in all, felicitous and
positive. Of course, it was sometimes irritating. It made it necessary to dig deeper, to introduce nuances or to attain greater clarity,
to recognise other aspects.’52
Moreover, the conciliar dynamic relativises a static vision of the majority and the
minority: even during the First Session, Congar perceived the evolution of whole
episcopates ‘under the action, not so much, perhaps, of the arguments put forward as of the general atmosphere and the contact with other episcopates, coming from other continents and other horizons’.53 Comparing himself with Hans
jour, op cit, 81); he even suggested that ‘perhaps the debates would be better focused
if the Commission concerned were to intervene in them at the beginning, and at least
once or twice in the course of the discussion, in order to state clearly the meaning or
the intention of the text that it was proposing, and so prevent people losing their way
unnecessarily’ (Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session, op cit, 118).
51. See Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session, op cit, 141; during the fourth session,
he wrote: ‘Vatican II has been incomparably more patient and more generous towards
its minority than Vatican I had been for its minority’ (Le Concile au jour le jour. Quatrième session, op cit, 23); later, when Mgr Marcel Lefebvre began to call the Council
into question, Congar was to recall that, at the request of Paul VI, the widest possible
unanimity had been sought during it; Yves Congar, La Crise dans l’Église et Mgr Lefebvre (Paris: Cerf, 1976) 17.
52. Le Concile au jour le jour. Quatrième session, op cit, 124.
53. Le Concile au jour le jour, op cit, 46.
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Küng, he was aware of his own acute perception ‘that some time-lags are necessary and that an active patience has strength’ (12 October 1963). At the time of the
First Session he estimated that it would take two or three years for the conciliar
assembly to reach real maturity, as much at the level of a collegial pastoral awareness as at that of a theological deepening,54 and at a later date he was to regret that
Cardinal Döpfner, who was responsible for a draconian plan designed to make
it possible to complete the work of the Council more speedily, could not see that
‘the primary aim of the Council is not to vote on texts but to create a new spirit
and a new awareness, and THAT THAT REQUIRED TIME’ (1 February 1964).
In any case, Congar had never thought that Vatican II could fully endorse
the theological renewal that was taking place at the time. Some happenings even
seemed to him, at the end of the Council, unimaginable five years earlier, such
as the ecumenical celebration in St Paul outside the Walls on 4 December 1965.
Ten years later, he was to note that the Council had ‘stopped half-way on many
questions. It began a task that is not completed, whether it is a question of collegiality, of the role of the laity, of the missions and even of ecumenism’.55 In 1966,
in concluding his two volumes of commentary on Lumen gentium, and reverting
to the image of the seed that was so dear to him, he wrote: ‘The studies contained
in this collection will make it possible for many of the seeds scattered throughout
the sixty-nine Numbers of the Constitution Lumen gentium to bear fruit.’56
Finally, the experience of the Council of Trent had shown Congar that decisions even of a Council need time before they can take shape in the ecclesial
reality.57 Alongside further theological research, the period after the Council was
to be the time for putting the conciliar decisions into effect.
Congar proved attentive to the institutional implementation of the ecclesiology of the Council, and in particular of collegiality. But it was not to be a question
of merely putting things into practice: what he thought about the future of collegiality can be extended to other fields such as the re-introduction of the permanent diaconate,58 or involvement in the ecumenical movement: ‘The Council
contented itself with a declaration. Soon, concrete collegial structures will be put
in place. There will be some coming and going between practice, theological reflection and historical research’.59 In this connection, Congar noted that he had
seen ‘for a long time that one of the major problems after the Council would be
that of preserving that organic cooperation—which alone had made the Council
possible—between bishops and theologians’ (5 February 1966). He was to particiIbid, 68.
Une vie pour la vérité, op cit, 131; cf also 149.
L’Église de Vatican II, ‘Unam Sanctam’, 51 (Paris: Cerf, 1966), 1369.
See Le Concile au jour le jour. Deuxième session,op cit, 125.
On the diaconate, cf Yves M-J Congar, ‘Le diaconat dans la théologie des ministéres’, in
Le diacre dans l’Église et le monde d’aujourd’hui, ‘Unam Sanctam’, 59 (Paris: Cerf, 1966),
121–141.
59. L’Église du Vatican II, ‘Unam Sanctam’, 51 c, op cit, 1371.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
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pate vigorously in this reception of the Council, in particular by his commentaries on the Council documents, which were to be published under his direction in
the ‘Unam Sanctam’ collection.60
The Council and the work of the theologian
Although the influence of the theologian’s work on the Council was undeniable,
it nevertheless remains difficult to evaluate. One might be tempted to focus on
what the final drafting of the Conciliar documents owes to him. In fact, at the end
of his Journal (7 December 1965), Congar lists those paragraphs of which he had
produced the first draft. Generally speaking, they were passages giving doctrinal
foundations and dealing with his favourite themes: Tradition, the People of God,
ecumenism, priests and priesthood, Christian anthropology, the missionary nature of the Church, the relationship between the Church and the world, the salvation of non-Christians. Of course, these passages necessarily bear more or less
clearly the style of the author, his vocabulary, even his theology, and his young
confrere Fr Liégé was even able to recognise it: ‘I have greatly appreciated your
contributions to the schemas on the missions and on Priests, which are easily
recognisable.’61 But, on the one hand, Congar was functioning as an expert and he
was required, in what he wrote, to take into account the desiderata of the Fathers
rather than to express his own personal ideas, and, on the other hand, these texts
were subsequently, to a greater or lesser extent, amended.
In fact, Congar’s influence went beyond the texts that he drafted. He did not
collaborate in the writing of the texts relating to the laity, nor on that of the schema on the Apostolate of the Laity, even though he was one of the architects of a
theology of the laity. Similarly, he had very little hand in the writing of the schema
on ecumenism or of the texts concerning episcopal collegiality. As we have seen
above, the ways in which Congar operated at the Council were manifold and went
well beyond the writing or even the amendment of texts. In all of his activity, he
theologically accompanied the actual movement of the Council with an astonishing matching of his own vocation, which was both ecclesiological and ecumenical, with the intentions of John XXIII who had wanted the Council and ‘had
given it these two purposes, which he linked together: the internal renewal of the
Catholic Church and the service of the cause of Christian unity.’62 The Council
themes frequently coincided with those on which Congar had worked63 and the
60. Commentaries on thirteen of the sixteen conciliar texts were to be published in this
collection between 1966 and 1970.
61. Letter from Pierre-André Liégé, OP, to Yves Congar, 18 October 1965 (Congar Archives).
62. Yves M-J Congar, Concile œcuménique Vatican II: L’Église, l’œcuménisme, les Églises
orientales (Paris, Le Centurion, 1965), 165.
63. On 12 January 1963, Fr Liégé, OP, had written to him as follows: ‘I was so glad to see
during the past year how the Council has, in fact, endorsed each one of the theological
sectors which you have endeavoured to renew and with which you have familiarised
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Council was for him the opportunity to present the results widely among the
Council Fathers. As he was to write in 1973: ‘The great causes I have tried to serve
surfaced in the Council: renewal of ecclesiology, Tradition, reformism, ecumenism, laity, mission, ministries…’64
Congar’s contribution to the Council, then, is to be found above all in his
theological work. Throughout the Council, he received numerous testimonials to
his influence, coming from all parts of the world. So it is not to be wondered at
that a number of bishops came to congratulate him on 21 November 1962, when
the schema on the two sources of Revelation was sent back to be rewritten, even
though he had been so discreet during those early days of the Council. But, as
he wrote to a colleague in Strasbourg during this Session: ‘As for me, I am there
because it is my duty, but I consider that my usual work is not only more interesting, but more important. Because the Council is but one outcome in the life of the
Church. Progress has been made in those places where the work has been done.
The points at which there is no progress, or too little, are those on which the work
has not been taken sufficiently forward. Conclusion: work is the deciding factor.
We would still be at the stage of the Syllabus if no work had been done!’65
There can be no doubt that the works published by Congar on the living Tradition played a role at the Council; but his earlier works also opened new avenues:
Chrétiens désunis in opening the Catholic Church to the ecumenical movement,
Vraie et fausse réforme dans l’Église in providing a basis for the reforming currents
that were at work in it, Jalons pour une théologie du laïcat for reasserting the value
of the mission of the laity by situating them in a People of God that was wholly
priestly, royal and prophetic. On the other hand, in spite of quite a few articles, his
theology of ministries was in need of distinctly more advanced research. Congar
recognised this throughout the Council in connection with episcopal collegiality,
a central theme. As early as July 1960 he spoke of ‘a certain number of works to
be done, here and there. I am thinking of work on the jurisdiction of bishops, on
episcopal collegiality, on the law of the Eastern Churches, etc’. On 3 December
1963, towards the end of the Second Session, he agreed with his friends G Dossetti and G Alberigo that: ‘what is most important, most decisive, is the basic
groundwork. Things have advanced well where such work has already been done:
on the liturgy for example. So one has to work. On this question of the episcopate,
no work has been done’.
Well aware of this problem, which those who were against collegiality were
endeavouring to exploit in order to overthrow Chapter III of Lumen gentium,
Congar, from the beginning to the end of the Council, fought to prevent precipitate conclusions being reached on questions that were still being debated among
us: Word of God, Tradition, collegiality, priesthood, mission, etc. That must be for you
a source of reassurance: you have worked the good seams and prepared the renewal’
(Congar Archive).
64. Cf Une passion: l’unité. Réflexions et souvenirs 1929–1973, op cit, 90.
65. Letter dated 12 November 1962 (Congar Archive).

xxxiv

My Journal of the Council

theologians. As for the priestly ministry, which some were to consider the poor
relation of ministries at the Council, Congar sought to free it from a vision that
was narrowly restricted to cult, but he was to reach the conclusion, not long after
the Council, that ‘Presbyterorum Ordinis was full of good things, but it has been
adversely affected by the radicality of the questions that have been asked since: it
came before the crisis in ministry and the burgeoning of ministries’.66 During the
Council, Congar was also interested in the restoration of the ministry of deacon,
for which he had campaigned, and he took part in the Congress on the Diaconate
in Rome in October 1965.67 He viewed this ministry within the wider context of
a renewal of ministries that the Council had no more than sketched out. However, it was not until 1971, in his Ministères et communion ecclésiale, that Congar
was to outline real foundations for this theology of ministries which he was to
see closely connected with an ecclesiology of communion, another theme that
had been initiated by the Council. This was because, in fact, the great intuitions
and rediscoveries endorsed by the Council, which in many cases he had himself
foreseen and proclaimed, called for a deepening and even a new start at the heart
of these questions on the ministries. As he was to write: ‘The Council has left to
historians and theologians the task of developing a theology of the Church, “we”
Christians, a communion of disciples built up on a sacramental foundation of
which the law specifies the conditions, a theology of local or particular churches,
a theology of ministries, of the place of women in the whole life of the Church, a
theology of the exact status of the primatial power of the Bishop of Rome with regard to the communion of churches and to collegiality . . . ’68 But the Council also
raised new questions concerning the mission of the Church in the world: Gospel
and human liberations, a theology of non-Christian religions, a new approach to
missionary activity, etc.
Hence, as well as being a culmination or a consecration, the Council was also
the catalyst or the taking-off point for new research for the theologian. Aware as
he was of the disappointment of the other Churches, he noted also, at the end of
the Third Session:
‘I ask myself what is to be done. I know that, whatever I tell myself, there will be only one conclusion for me: the work has to be
done. The check we have come up against indicates the limit of
what our work has achieved. But overburdened, literally crushed,
living constantly way beyond my strength, I ask myself what is it
better to do, to what should I bend my efforts by way of priority?
I am overloaded with a heap of things. Otherwise, I think that the
66. Le Concile de Vatican II. Son Église peuple de Dieu et corps du Christ, op cit, 104.
67. The papers were published in: Paul Winninger and Yves Congar (editors), Le Diacre
dans l’Église et le monde d’aujourd’hui, ‘Unam Sanctam’, 59 (Paris: Cerf, 1966).
68. Le Concile de Vatican II. Son Église peuple de Dieu et corps du Christ, op cit, 81–82.
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History of Ecclesiology should have first priority. It alone will
break the deadlock for certain questions, by showing where this
or the other position comes from.’ (22 November 1964)
Side by side with his historical research, to which he was to continue to devote a
great deal of time and interest,69 a work of more systematic reconstruction was to
prove necessary, starting from the great ecclesiological intuitions that had been
brought back into currency by the Council. Though Congar undoubtedly made
his contribution to that,70 he was, above all, to play the role of trail-blazer, indicating new fields to explore but in general leaving to another generation the task
of working out new models. As he said at the time of the homage paid to him in
December 1963, evoking the figure of St John the Baptist, the friend of the messianic Bridegroom, ‘each one has his vocation, and for each one, it is that vocation
that is the best’.71

69. They were to bear fruit, in particular, in L’Église de saint Augustin à l’époque moderne,
op cit, a book that had been in preparation since 1954.
70. Cf in particular Yves Congar, Ministères et communion ecclésiale (Paris: Cerf, 1971).
71. Cf Jean-Pierre Jossua, Le Père Congar: la théologie au service du peuple de Dieu, op cit,
49.

Congar at the Second Vatican Council
Mary Cecily Boulding OP

The French Dominican priest, Yves Congar, accompanied his bishop to the Second Vatican Council in the capacity of expert theological adviser. From the time
of its first announcement until a year after its conclusion he kept a journal, in a
tone of such uninhibited and brutal frankness that its publication was embargoed
until the year 2000.
It is a remarkable historical record, documenting in a wealth of detail the
‘human’ aspect of the Council: the personalities with all their foibles, faults and
failings: ‘Cardinal Jaeger . . . He is a much weakened man. He is not there; he falls
asleep, he is incapable of putting a precise question at the appropriate moment
and directing the discussion, which follows its course whether he is presiding or
whether he is absent’ [1 March 1965] and, occasionally, their strengths and virtues: ‘Philips has been crucial. Without him the work of the Theological Commission would never have been what it has been’ [3 April 1965]; ‘ Prignon . . . He
too, in his own way, holds together a collection of qualities that are themselves
rare enough. He has, at once, a theological sense, a practical sense and a sense
of tactics’ [27 April 1964]; the rows and arguments, the strategies and manoeuvrings employed by individuals, cliques and national groupings to secure their
particular aims, which of course they believed to be essential to the good of the
Church.
So too the endless hours of very hard work, all too often having to be repeated
several times, to secure the aims gradually elaborated and approved by the discussion and votes of the bishops: ‘We went over again with the whole group what had
been done this morning at the Belgian College. But this was not without value:
agreement and some very valuable refinements were progressively achieved in
this way. Work like this is very burdensome and tiring. It takes days of meetings
to reach a result, but that is the nature of the case’ [12 September 1964]. ‘And
since I am exhausted by the dreadful work of these pernickety discussions, and
the meticulous revision I have been doing non-stop since 22 March, I would like
to send the whole lot packing’ [31 March 1965].
The Journal makes it possible to trace the evolution of the more significant
documents and so, in a sense actually to observe the Church changing its mind,
and arriving at the formal, and almost universal agreement to discard definitively
xxxvii
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what Congar dubbed the ‘[W]e are stuck with a Denzinger point of view: one of
the deadliest of books in spite of its great usefulness’ [28 September 1961].
The Tridentine style of theology found in the manuals used in seminaries and
official departments—and offering a positive welcome to the influence of contemporary human culture, as well as the experience of other christian churches,
and indeed other religions.
On 25 January 1959 Pope John XXIII stunned the Church and surprised the
world with the announcement that he intended to convoke a General Council.
The previous one had taken place nearly a hundred years earlier—Vatican I,
1869–70—and had among other things, defined—in strictly limited terms—the
primacy and infallibility of the papacy. Since earlier councils had generally been
convoked to deal with some doctrinal or moral crisis, there was widespread discussion about the reason for this one. Pope John answered this in his opening
speech on 11 October 1962:
The problem confronting the Church after 2000 years remains unchanged
. . . Christ is ever resplendent as the centre of history and of life: men are
either with him and with his Church, and enjoy light, goodness, order
and peace; or against him, so giving rise to confusion and bitterness in
human relations and the constant danger of fratricidal wars . . . In the
exercise of our pastoral office we sometimes have to listen—much to our
regret—to persons who, though burning with zeal, are not endowed with
too much sense of discretion and measure . . . In these modern times they
see nothing but prevarication and ruin . . . we feel we must disagree with
these prophets of gloom . . . from tranquil adherence to the teaching of
the Church the apostolic spirit of the whole world expects a step towards
a doctrinal presentation, in conformity with authentic doctrine, studied
and expounded through the methods of research and the literary forms of
modern thought: the substance of the ancient doctrine of the faith is one
thing: the way in which it is presented is another. [Documents of Vatican
II, translated by Abbott (London: Chapman 1966), 715]
The logistics of a Council in the late twentieth century were something of a nightmare: Vatican I had mustered some 750 delegates: Vatican II mustered more than
3000. At one stage it was suggested that the debating chamber should be a marquee erected within the Vatican [7 November 1965], but it soon became clear
that nothing less than St Peter`s Basilica would be adequate, not only for the
episcopal members, but also the invited Observers, secretaries, ancillary staff and
others who would, for various reasons, be present at the debates. Congar records
a conversation with the official treasurer responsible for the budget who told him
that the cost amounted to 1,4000, 000, 000 Italian lira each year [28 September
1964].
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Preparation of the agenda started in 1959: suggestions were invited from all
bishops and from Catholic universities, to be submitted by June 1960, to the ten
preparatory commissions created for the purpose. From these, ‘schema’ or draft
texts, would be drawn up by three secretariats and circulated to all bishops, with
instructions to study them carefully before the opening of the Council on 11
October 1962.
On the first announcement of the Council Congar had tentatively offered
his services to his bishop, but these were casually dismissed on a postcard. When
the bishop found himself confronted with thirty-two schemas to be studied in
detail by the opening of the Council he changed his tune, and offered Congar the
hospitality of the St Sulpice Hostel in Rome for the duration of the Council, to
avoid—Congar cynically suggests—having himself to pay for Congar`s lodgings
[5 August 1962].
The Council ultimately promulgated sixteen official documents. There were
three Dogmatic Constitutions: on the Church, on Divine Revelation, which
finally settled the question of ‘Scripture versus Tradition’ by solemnly asserting
that Revelation is transmitted by both [18 November 1965] and the Latin Liturgy.
Another document, officially designated ‘The Pastoral Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World’, attempted to express directly the changed and
positive attitude of the Church towards that secular, human culture in which
Catholic Christians live out their lives alongside all other human beings. Congar
rejoiced at this: ‘a veritable declaration of the complete acceptance of the modern
human being and of the primacy of anthropology. (The Holy Father’s speech was
remarkable: he gave expression to the fundamental intention of schema XIII: to
renew contact with humanity, to re-introduce the consideration of humankind
into theology)’ [7 December 1965].
Another nine documents described as ‘Decrees’ dealt with the Means of
Social Communication, the Oriental Churches in Communion with Rome,
Ecumenism, the Pastoral Office of Bishops, the Training and the Life and Ministry
of Priests, Consecrated Religious Life, the Apostolate of the Laity, and the
Church’s Missionary Activity. There were also three ‘Declarations’: on Christian
Education, Non-Christian Religions, and Religious Freedom. Theoretical differ
ences between these categories were not, however, particularly clear or rigid,
since every topic had some theological basis, and every position adopted implied
theological presuppositions. Officially the term ‘constitution’ indicated direct
concern with doctrine while ‘decrees’ referred to specific activities in the on-going
life of the Church. ‘Declarations’ stated the official position of the contemporary
Church on the topics concerned: the Declarations on Religious Freedom and
on Non-christian Religions were among the most radical and controversial
products of the Council, causing anxious and passionate debate well beyond the
limits of Rome.
To his surprise Congar was appointed a consultor to the Preparatory
Theological Commission in 1960, at the personal instigation of the Pope as he
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later discovered. At the time he was sceptical about how much influence mere
‘consultors’ would have, and described his appointment (together with that of the
Jesuit Henri de Lubac) as ‘mere window-dressing’, but he did later recognise it as
a long-delayed rehabilitation, since both men had been censured and silenced by
Rome in 1950s [July 1960].1
His pessimism was not, however, justified: during the years of the Council
he was consulted not only by bishops, but also by literally hundreds of people
of every rank in the Church and from all quarters of the globe [cf 28 February
1962; 5 March 1962], and was in constant demand for lectures, talks, courses of
instruction, written articles and books, to an extent which led him to complain,
frequently, about the unrealism and lack of consideration shown by the people
who came and asked him for contributions: ‘I have agreed to give a lecture to
the Salesians. But neither they nor anyone else has the least idea what my life
is like and what five minutes means to me . . . It is the same people who are
constantly asking me: ‘What are you working on at the moment?’, ‘When will
your commentary on Lumen Gentium appear?’ who prevent me from working’
[23 November 1965].
As a member of the Preparatory Theological Commission he had some
influence on several initial schemas; as an expert during the Council he was most
interested in, and involved with, the documents on the Church and Ecumenism.
He was involved, to a lesser extent, with the documents on Religious Freedom,
Non-Christian Religions, the Lay Apostolate, the Life and Ministry of Priests as
well as On Missions, and the Church in the Modern World. [Cf his own list given
in the Journal, 7 December 1965].
The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (commonly known by its opening
words in Latin, Lumen gentium, or just as LG, became the foundational document
of the Council: not only did it formulate the post-conciliar programme for
renewal in the Church but, to a large extent, already enshrined the attitude of
some of those most actively involved in the Council and the principles at work in
the compilation of the other major documents—the attitude which had led Pope
John to convoke the Council in the first place.
Since the sixteenth century Reformation, when many Christians had felt
compelled to reject much of the outward structure of the medieval European
Church—its liturgy and sacraments, its hierarchical and papal constitution—
popular Catholic belief had in fact come to conceive of the Church in terms
precisely of those visible and external features. In contrast Vatican II’s Dogmatic
Constitution on the Church opened with a chapter on ‘The Mystery of the Church’
which was programmatic not only for the rest of that text, but also for the ensuing
documents on Bishops, Priesthood, Lay Apostolate, Missions, Ecumenism and
Religious Freedom.
1. Cf: ‘Letter from Fr Yves Congar OP’, translated by Ronald John Zamilla, Theology Digest 32 (1985): 213–6].
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‘Mystery’ here translates the Greek word mysterion which is roughly
equivalent to sacrament in common Catholic usage—the word which appears in
the very first paragraph of the document: ‘The Church, in Christ, is in the nature
of a sacrament, a sign and instrument of communion with God and of unity
among all human beings’. This concept underlies all that is further said about
the ordained and lay members of the Church, about the Church`s relations with
other Christians, with all human beings and with the secular and material world
in which we live.
Chapter II makes clear that the primary visible manifestation of this ‘sign’ is
not any ceremony or sacred object, but the very ‘People of God’ themselves—
ordained and lay, of all ranks, races and character. Only after having established
this inclusive framework are the specific characteristics of clergy and laity,
Roman Catholics and other Christians, and humankind in general considered
in Chapters III and IV. Chapters V and VI offer further development of I and
II, examining in more detail what it means for the various groups of people who
make up the Church to live out in practice the divine life they share through their
communion with God in Christ, while Chapter VII tries to sketch out what will
be the final, glorious consummation, the eschaton of that relationship. Congar
was reasonably satisfied with this inclusive approach, though he did stigmatise it
as ‘very much in the scholastic mode’, and ‘a summary of papal documents over
the past century’ [24 August 1961].
It was not achieved without prolonged debate and some in-fighting over
three sessions of the Council. At the time of its final promulgation Congar records
that, a year earlier, when two principal draft texts were still under discussion as
well as various other drafts, a small commission meeting was convened at the
Holy Office, designed to influence the choice in favour of the more ‘conservative’
version. The following day, when the ‘officially’ preferred text was presented to
the bishops as that of the Theology Commission, a member of the previous day’s
meeting pointedly reminded the speaker—Cardinal Ottaviani, that a vote had
been taken resulting in preference for the other text [19 November 1964].
The inclusive approach of LG in chapter 8, where the Blessed Virgin Mother
of God is treated not as Queen high above all else but as a member within
the Church, albeit the most exalted member, was only achieved after bitter,
acrimonious and even violent debate: ‘Fenton was absolutley against it. . . . He
makes use of every single WORD which he thinks conatians something that
might favour a little opennes in order to charge at it like a bull at a red rag’ [8
March 1962]. ‘Fr Balić, alas, had the floor. He made a voluble sales-pitch. I leaned
towards my neighbour, Mgr Philips, and asked him: is he selling braces or socks?
Fr Balić is pure passion’ [21 September 1961].
Congar`s comments on the extravagant positions to which unintelligent
devotion leads some ‘Mariologues’ are biting and sarcastic throughout the three
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years it took the Council to achieve agreement on the text: ‘François Bussini2 tells
me that Mgr Dubois, Archbishop of Besançon, and a member of the Theological
Commission, declared, at the Besançon Major Seminary, that he ventured to say
that, in a certain way, Jesus PRAYS to Mary’ [26 October 1960], IDIOCIES: a
combination of verbalism, abstract dialectic and sentimentalism’ [18 September
1964]. He did however express satisfaction with the final text: ‘A wholly biblical
exposition of the mystery of Mary, along the lines of ‘virgin daughter of Sion’
[3 June 1964 & 22 September 1964]. The result of the vote taken on whether to
include the text on the Blessed Virgin in the Document on the Church was the
closest of all those taken during the Council, with a difference of only forty votes
between those in favour and those against, out of a total of over 2000.
Chapter III of LG, entitled ‘The Hierarchical Structure of the Church, with
special reference to the Episcopate’ provided the point of departure for the
documents: ‘On the Pastoral Office of Bishops’, ‘On the Training of Priests’ and ‘On
the Life and Ministry of Priests’. The question of whether episcopal consecration
is part of the sacrament of Holy Order was settled, in the affirmative, relatively
easily, but bitter dispute raged over the questions of ‘Collegiality’ [4 February 1964
to 2 June 1964]. Chapter III of the text asserted that ‘Bishops form a collegial body
empowered with its own supreme authority over the whole Church, exercised in a
solemn way through an Eucmenical Council’ [22 September 1964].
The bishops and many of the experts became sharply divided between
‘collegialists’ and ‘anti-collegialists’, the latter seeing in this assertion an attack on
the authority of the pope as defined by Vatican I [12–27 September 1964 and 27
February 1965]. The actual object of much of the criticism was rather the various
offices of the Roman Curia whose very extensive influence now came under threat.
Bishops who—isolated in their own dioceses around the world—had generally
bowed to instructions and regulations ‘from Rome’, now gathered in Council as a
corporate body were enjoying the realisation of their own power and authority to
carry out their functions according to their own wisdom and discretion, without
the constant influence and supervision of uninformed bureaucrats in Rome [22
February 1965]. A more evenhanded commentator pointed out that ‘Bureaucracy
usurps the function of both the petrine and the episcopal office’.
As with some other topics, the issue became acutely polarised and emotional,
the anti-collegialists accusing the collegialists of ‘disloyalty to the Holy Father’
[17–22 September 1964]. They evoked some of Congar’s severest criticism, largely
aimed at the civil servants who presided over the various Roman Congregations,
whose age and abilities he describes with savage sarcasm: ‘“Is this the sign that we

2. François Bussini was at that time a seminarian of the diocese of Besançon at the International Seminary in Strasbourg. He was later to teach at the Catholic Faculty of
Theology in Strasbourg, before becoming Auxiliary Bishop in Grenoble and, finally,
Bishop of Amiens.

Congar at the Second Vatican Council

xliii

are getting away from the regime of Pizzardo and the other cretins”?’ [1 October
1964, 8 October 1964, 17 November 1964, 27 February 1964].
The final vote on the chapter on the hierarchy was taken only during the third
session in November 1964, after a ‘Preliminary Note’ had been appended to the
text, mandated by ‘Higher Authority’, setting out, with sophisticated finesse and
diplomacy, the relationship between the authority of the College of Bishops and
that of the Papacy. The bishops felt that, after this vote, a corner had been turned:
‘Vatican I has received its necessary complement’ [23 September 1964].
The Decree on the Pastoral Office of Bishops was, thereafter, relatively
uncontroversial: the need was recognised for a more contemporary understanding of the bishop’s role for the overall good of the Church in the modern
world, and the consequent need for good fraternal relationships. It also provided
for the creation of a permanent synod of bishops to meet regularly in Rome,
intended to bear witness to the participation of all bishops in the care of the whole
Church [21 September 1964 ,4 April 1965, 15 September 1965].
The Decree on the Training of Priests offered only general regulations,
recognising the need for adaptation to various countries and cultures, thereby
putting an end to the rigid system inherited from the Council of Trent. The need
for major seminaries was re-asserted, but all elements of training should be coordinated with the pastoral aim that priests should win people to Christ by becoming
servants of all: philosophical and theological studies should be integrated more
closely with pastoral training and experience. Congar was not the only one to
rejoice in the abandonment of the ‘Denzinger mentality’ and the era of the Manuals,
and commented that bishops had too easily replaced intellectual formation
with piety and spirituality [9 November 1964, 25 October 1965, 5 March 1966.]
The Decree on the Life and Ministry of Priests recognised that conciliar
renewal asserted an increasingly important and difficult role for them. It
considered priesthood itself in the contemporary world, defined as the ministry
of word and sacrament, within the framework of Christ’s threefold office of
prophet, priest and king [13–15 October 1964 and 20 October 1965]. Attention
was given to their relationship with other categories in the Church, and the
demand for holiness of life. In the Latin church this included celibacy—the focus
of some debate, curtailed however,by Pope Paul VI`s statement that celibacy was
not up for discussion [11–12 October 1965 and 20 October 1965]. This absolute
prohibition evoked protest from some oriental bishops who felt that it implied
criticism of their own, legitimate, practice of ordaining married men.
For Congar and others, discussion centred not so much on celibacy as on the
wider concept of priestly dedication. Two extremes of the spectrum were seen
in the quasi-monastic concept of consecrated life inherited from the medieval
Church, and the currently controversial ‘worker-priest’ movement, increasingly
widespread in Belgium and Northern France.
The Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity also had its basis in the Constitution
on the Church, where Chapter 4 states that: ‘Because of their situation and mission
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certain things pertain particularly to the Laity, both men and women’. It further
states that ‘the pastors indeed know that they themselves are not established
by Christ to undertake alone the whole salvific mission of the Church in the
world…’—a marked contrast with the assertion of Pius X in 1906: ‘The Church
is essentially an unequal society . . . of two categories, the pastors and the flock
. . . so distinct . . . that with the pastoral body only rests the necessary right and
authority for promoting the end of the society and directing the members to that
end: the one duty of the multitude is to allow itself to be led and like a docile flock,
to follow the pastors’ [Vehementer nos, 1906].
The Laity are defined by their specifically secular vocation, which is also
developed in terms of Christ’s three-fold office of prophet, priest and king, while
their rights as well as their duties are clearly defined. The Decree goes on to
consider in some detail the role of the family, modern forms of lay training
and organisation, as well as the need for a specifically lay spirituality, again to be
clearly distinguished from inherited monastic models. The reforms embodied in
the Constitution on the Liturgy were also largely intended to enable the laity to
play their full part there.
The other main shift in position promoted by Vatican II concerned the
relationship of the Church with other groups beyond her own membership:
other Christians, Non-Christian religions, the protagonists of complete religious
freedom and the secular world at large.
Building on paragraph 16 of LG, the Decree on Ecumenism analysed the
various modes of relationship of the Church with other Christians and, contrary
to the stance of the past four hundred years, recommended and encouraged
appropriate contact and co-operation. The compilation of an ‘Ecumenical
Directory’ was initiated to facilitate this [25 November 1963, 24 September 1966].
The Declaration of the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions,
on the other hand, was fraught with controversy. The Council’s original intention
had been to recognise the Church’s own origin in pre-Christian Judaism and to
honour the monotheistic faith of Moslems. Social and political factors in the
Near and Middle East made this impossible however [11 October 1963]. Bishops
from those regions pointed out that any such statement would be interpreted by
both Jews and Moslems as hostile to themselves and favouring the other, while
Israel was inclined to interpret any favouring of the Arab point of view as an
encouragement to terrorism [25 April 1964, 25 October 1964, 26 February 1965,
3 April 1965; 25 October 1965].
So serious was the situation that various bishops from Arab regions insisted that any apparent gesture of goodwill towards the Jews would unleash real
persecution in their territories, with mob-violence, killings and burning of their
churches. Discussion of the document was consequently long drawn-out and
very complex, concluding at one point that it would be impossible to promulgate
any such document at all, even with widely disseminated disclaimers and statements of intent [28 September 1964].
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Eventually such measures, addressed in particular to Arab governments,
persuaded most of the bishops concerned to tolerate the document, while those
whose efforts had been concentrated on banishing the word ‘deicide’ from Christian vocabulary got their way [12.11.64 & 15.10.65]. Even so the text was only
approved for promulgation by 1763 against 260. A significant number of bishops
sought to safeguard their position by abstaining from the vote.
The Declaration on Religious Freedom had its basis in the opening words
of the text: Dignitatis humanae [9 March 1964, 23–4 March 1964, 28 November
1965] and elaborated the belief that human beings, of their very nature, enjoy responsible freedom in activity and decision making; consequently they should be
influenced not by coercion, but by conviction, by a sense of duty and a consciousness of spiritual values. Development in sociological and psychological studies
emphasises this, but the document sought, not without controversy, to assert the
inherent moral obligation to embrace truth when it is found, and the conviction
that ultimate human fulfilment is found only in Christ, an aspect developed more
fully in the Council’s document on Divine Revelation. The Declaration extends
this personal right and obligation to natural, social and political groupings, and
recognises the historical fact that the Church itself has not always respected it. Its
relevance to missionary work, and to relations with adherents of other religions
is also noted.
The Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity was largely concerned with
the distinction between the Church’s fundamental mission to preach the Gospel
to all people, and the particular manner in which this is carried out by specific
groups within the Church [30 October 1963 and 31 March 1965].
The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World originated
in the desire to dismantle the ‘fortress mentality’ engendered by the Council of
Trent in the sixteenth century, and to harmonise awareness of the natural goodness inherent in creation and human life with the supernatural life proclaimed
by revelation, and made accessible through the Incarnation [26 October 1964].
The point of departure was the question of how far, and in what manner, the
Council intended to address the world in general outside the boundaries of the
Catholic Church [8 October 1964]. Congar asked, doubtfully, ‘Has the Church
found the language with which to address the world?’ [5 October 1965].
The text had a chequered history: originally identified as ‘schema XVII’ it was
later promoted to ‘schema XIII’ as other schemas were abandoned or combined.
[3-4 March 1964]. The final title, ‘Pastoral Constitution’ indicates the ambiguity
of its character and target audience [8 October 1964]. One English bishop
subsequently described it as ‘the rag-bag containing all those things that bishops
wanted to say which did not fit in anywhere else.’ Congar described it, originally,
as a poultice [9 February 1965].
Diverse attitudes were apparent about the inclusion of such items as the
explicit condemnation of Communist political regimes—there was a press
campaign in Italy in favour of this [24 October 1965]—nuclear weapons and a
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more nuanced position with regard to artificial birth control: In short the Englsh
bishops do not want to hear mention at the Council of either the pill or the bomb’
[22 October 1964].
General agreement was eventually reached on a more positive survey and
commendation of the contemporary human situation, and recognition of some
of the ways in which the Church could appreciate, co-operate with and promote
the goods of human civilisation [7 December 1965].
Congar was an inveterate grumbler: the Journal is laced throughout with a
stream of criticisms and complaints, but occasionally a more attractive attitude
becomes apparent, as for instance, when he reflects on the death of his mother [26
November 1963, 29 March 1965, 26 November 1965] and ponders how much
her sufferings and prayers may have contributed to his own work. He was deeply
moved and genuinely thrilled to be present, on 7 December 1965, at the mutual
lifting by Rome and Constantinople of the anathemas pronounced against each
other in 1054, conscious of being part of a truly historic event, but, predictably,
less enthusiastic about the elaborate closing ceremonial of the Council. This
included the reading out of ‘messages’ addressed to various categories of people:
diplomats, intellectuals, artists, women, workers, the poor, the sick and the young.
During the reading of the message to ‘the young’, the Pope was surrounded by a
crowd of little boys, ‘even one still in short trousers’. ‘But why’, asked Congar,
‘were there no little girls?’ [8 December 1965].

Congar’s Ecclesiastical Subtext:
Intransigent Conservatism
Paul Philibert OP

For most Catholics the events of the Second Vatican Council are a thing of the
past. The liturgy they have known for their lifetime, a product of the Council and
its reforms, is the only one they can remember. Using the vernacular for common
prayer, as they have done all their lives, makes perfect sense; why would anyone
want to use a language people don’t understand? The active participation of lay
ministers in the pastoral life of the parish and in the administration of the diocese
is so widespread that it seems completely normal. Yet all of these elements, and
much more, flowed out of the pastoral renewal of the Council and were bitterly
contested at the time. Why would that have been the case?
It is a question worth asking, especially since an important and powerful minority in the church today is inclined to reverse changes of this sort. This council
journal of Yves Congar is revealing in portraying the attitudes and the mechanisms of an ecclesiastical mentality that is crucial to understand, if we are to comprehend present transitions in the life of the church. Congar generally referred
to this mentality as ‘intégrisme’, a French word that cannot easily be translated
directly into English, although many translators have simply transliterated it as
‘integralism’. From time to time in this journal, Congar characterises certain figures as ‘intégristes’, meaning a camp of ultramontane, authoritarian, and clericalised ecclesiastics who wanted to control everything and did not want to see
anything change, but rather remain integrally or exactly the same as they had
always known it to be.
To eyes unfamiliar with Catholic history, these differences might appear to
be relatively unimportant, if bitter, ideological skirmishes between liberals and
conservatives. In fact, a great deal is at stake. Congar’s whole life work was put on
the line at Vatican II in his personal combat to make the case for an understanding of the church that is grounded in the Holy Scriptures, expressed in the lives of
all the baptised, oriented toward the mission of the kingdom of God in the world,
and a vocation to freedom under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. He knew that
the church had to be a living organism, as opposed to a church that was merely a
museum of past spiritual treasures.
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For his whole adult life, Congar fought to develop and articulate a new ecclesiology suited for his time which was, in fact, the ancient one of the church’s
origins. As Éric Mahieu’s superb introduction makes clear, Yves Congar arrived
at the Council with a theological maturity and an international and ecumenical network of relationships that made it possible for him to profoundly influence the direction of the council’s documents, particularly at crucial moments
of controversy among those drafting the texts. Along with Henri de Lubac and
some others, he was a skilled exponent of the ‘return to the sources’ approach
that rendered the pastoral teachings of the early centuries apt and lucid resources
for the contemporary church. In addition, from the beginning of his theological
career, Congar was devoted to church reunion and was steeped in the theological
insights of both Orthodox and Protestant traditions. Above all, drawing from the
vision of the Scriptures and the early church Fathers, Congar had a passionate
commitment to communicate to all the laity their vocation both to holiness and
to apostolic fruitfulness. As someone systematically trained in the theology of St
Thomas Aquinas, Congar possessed a capacity for synthetic thinking that allowed
him to honor the irreplaceable foundations of the faith and still integrate what
was new and creative. Given that, Congar’s ecclesiology was essentially biblical,
patristic, ecumenical, apostolic, and practical.
Congar had published theological writings for more than thirty years before
Vatican II. In them, these principles became the foundation for his ground-breaking work in ecumenism, biblical theology, theology of the laity, and ecclesiology.
Although Congar’s insights would eventually be endorsed by the council, before
Pope John XXIII they did not win him friends in Rome. Indeed, in the eyes of the
principal exponents of Roman integralism, Congar remained the quintessential
symbolic enemy of what they considered tradition to be. Congar’s perspective
was so foreign to the Roman Curia that he was ruthlessly ostracised and penalised
by them for being a threat to their worldview.
The infallibility of the pope had not been defined until 1870 at the First Vatican
Council, and in the minds of the integralists that was the high point of Catholic
tradition. Consequently, for them, all the ecclesiastical customs of that period, including a suffocating clericalism, became symbolic of the church’s tradition. The
pageantry of an imperial court, including taken for granted deference to those
invested with roles of power, was an essential part of this nineteenth century Vatican structure. By going back to the early sources, Congar and others represented
a risk for the power structure that conceived the papal office as a monarchy supported by a dictatorial Roman Curia and always inclined to consider anything
done in the Vatican as sharing in the infallibility of the pope.
This battle for a living church, exemplified again and again in confrontations
over texts and principles, is the underlying story of Congar’s council journal. Before 1962, Congar had lived many years under the shadow of the Roman Curia. Rome sanctioned him for his writings, expelled him from his professorship,
and exiled him from his home for having articulated a theological tendency that
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would be firmly embraced by Vatican II. In 1960, Pope John XXIII rehabilitated
him by naming him to the preparatory commission of the Council and appointing him a peritus (expert) to assist the leadership of the council. Further, Pope
John officially opened the council with an inaugural speech that echoed some of
the themes of Congar’s great work, True and False Reform in the Church.
Accordingly, the Council’s great aim was to update the church’s doctrinal expressions so as to make them potent in a changed world, to invite all Christians
into a common search for the unity desired by Christ for his church, and to reform the church’s way of being in the world. This meant especially its sacramental and ritual life, so that people could enter and understand the rites as agents
of liturgical prayer rather than observers of solemn ceremonies. Despite Pope
John’s clear directives for the Council, so redolent of Congar’s theological agenda,
Congar never lost his fear of being suspect in the eyes of the Roman Curia and
would later castigate himself for being too timid in expressing his ideas while at
the Council.1 What is astonishing, therefore, given what he had suffered for years
from the church’s highest administration, is the unbounded generosity of his investment in the Council, to the point of exhausting himself and pouring himself
out in the midst of chronic fatigue and physical pain.
It can help us to gain some perspective on the way Congar saw things, I think,
to turn to an essay that he published in 1950 as Appendix III to the first edition
of True and False Reform in the Church. It is a brief sketch of what he calls the
‘mentality of the right’ and in which he describes what he means by ‘intégrisme.’2
To begin, he insists that he is talking about a ‘mentality,’ by which he means a
worldview or perspective that governs or controls the way someone sees things.
He explains that intégristes are emotionally attached to the idea of a Christendom invested with a glorious past of kings and bishops working hand-in-hand
with the pope—all of them enjoying the authority to impose their views. This is,
says Congar, a fatal nostalgia which ultimately led ‘loyal’ Catholics in the nineteenth century to be opposed to anything modern, to be repelled by the aims
of the French Revolution, and to yearn for the restoration of monarchy. Thus
positioned, the Catholic Church in France became a caricature of everything oldfashioned and authoritarian. It is not by chance that the enemies of Modernism (a
grab bag of ‘heresies’ that was named by a disapproving Pope Pius X) supported
the right wing Action Française and opposed any efforts to reconcile Catholic
faith with modern culture.
1. December 7, 1965—II 510.
2. ‘Appendice III: Mentalité ‘de droite’ et Intégrisme en France’, in Yves M-J Congar, Vraie
et fausse réforme dans l’Église, first edition (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1950), 604–622. In
the second edition of this work, Congar removed the 18 pages of appendix 3, saying,
‘This constitutes on my part neither a change of heart nor a retraction; it is just a fraternal gesture inspired by my desire to contribute to the peace and mutual understanding
among the Catholics of France, something much to be desired’ (True and False Reform,
second edition [1968], 7).
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The affinity of traditionalist Catholicism for the political right is grounded in
its dream of restoring a monarchical order or, at least, a fundamentally authoritarian one. Congar quotes an old saying that those on the right prefer order to
justice,3 explaining that order appeals to them because it is assured of its rectitude
from on high through precepts and authority. Those on the right place little trust
in human instincts and have little interest in new ideas. Their attitude is typically
a refusal or a condemnation of anything new and a condescension before any
expression of grassroots hopes or desires. They instinctively see things from the
perspective of authority, from a hierarchical point of view. This goes along, of
course, with their inexpressibly vulgar tendency to spy on others and turn them
in to the ecclesiastical authorities for judgment and punishment.
To understand intégrisme, then, we have to understand it as a mentality that
identifies itself completely with what is old-fashioned and that appeals to hierarchical authority as the justification for its point of view. It is an instinct to choose
what was done before over what is struggling for new expression. It has little
respect for anything that comes from below, but is deeply attached to what comes
down from on high. When it is a question of expressing this attitude in religious
matters, there are certain characteristic positions typical of this mentality. Congar
gives eight examples in his essay.
First, intégrisme is usually pessimistic. It insists upon fallen nature, original
sin, and the evil of the world. It has a strong inclination to condemn things that
are in themselves inoffensive (like the Scout movement in Congar’s time or new
movements of lay solidarity in our time). It is inclined to emphasise whatever is
most contrary to spontaneous human desires, to make life difficult. No pain, no
gain.
Second, it believes in ruling with a firm hand, imposing its point of view
through the exercise of authority and an appeal to hierarchical powers. As a consequence, it feels no need to justify the positions that it takes or to explain itself. It
considers it perfectly legitimate to conduct its investigations of suspect doctrines
or persons in secret, since, from its point of view, those in error have no rights.
(Congar himself was never allowed to see the dossier of complaints and condemnations that the Holy Office created about him in the 1950s, when he became
officially persona non grata in Rome.)
Third, this mentality is horrified by the very idea of evolution and mistrustful of the notion of development. Things are what they are. Every time someone
speaks about ‘life’ or ‘experience’, intégristes frown. Such talk suggests relativism,
exceptions to the rule, and the possibility of change.
Fourth, intégrisme has a distaste for any attempt to facilitate the access of others to the Catholic community—a horror of making things too easy for them.
Its inclination is to insist on every jot and tittle of the law, even to maximise the
demands of what it means to be Catholic.4
3. Ibid, 612.
4. The dramatic exception of facilitating Anglicans to enter the Catholic communion as
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Fifth, this mentality is deeply attached to the idea of faith being an intellectual assent, insisting strongly on the objective component of the faith (fides quae
creditur—the subject matter believed). It emphasises the dogmatic formula proposed to the believer in a defined fashion, and it has no interest in considering the
subjective reality of faith (fides qua creditur—the inner working of belief in the
person) and the ways in which it develops.
Sixth, intégrisme places great value on the role of reason and on demonstrating conclusions through a rational process. It has a passion for deduction and
little interest in inductive thinking or in any appeal to experience, to personal
witness, or to the internal workings of conscience. It is deeply attached to the
kind of neo-scholasticism that developed at the end of the nineteenth century, to
such a degree that it is practically incapable of imagining problems that cannot be
addressed through rational demonstration by weighing up premises and conclusions. Their world is completely defined.
Seventh, with respect to the church, it accentuates the strict, authoritarian
side of things. It maximises the authority to be given to any words coming from
Rome, slipping easily into considering any directive from the hierarchy as definitive. In general, they cannot imagine the truth as a fullness that arises out
of a communion of believers who are all filled with spiritual gifts. Rather, the
truth has to be arrived at in a linear fashion by the logical exploitation of received
doctrines. As Congar puts it, ‘These people sniff out heresy anywhere they find
someone searching seriously for the expression of the truth or in dialogue with
contemporary problems’.5 For them, there are only conclusions, not problems.
Eighth, and finally, a certain kind of ecclesiology corresponds to these attitudes. They understand the church as a mystery of grace, of course; and they
clearly affirm the mystical dimension of the church. Intégristes are very positive
about the spiritual life and about the fact that God works within souls. But that
sort of thing remains confined to the order of one’s personal life in the Church.
When it comes to ecclesiology, the church itself is considered only according to
the structure of authority, something exterior to the religious subject, and in such
a fashion that everything is imagined as coming from on high. From one end of
the spectrum to the other, intégrisme emphasises what was, what is given, what is
commanded.
Congar goes on to remark that these thinkers of the right are still able to
talk about reform in the church, even if they like to see everything settled from
on high and imposed as precepts. Intégristes don’t just love formalism or dislike
the interior life; but when it comes to reforming the church, they are inclined
to reduce every question to one of morality and to claim that each person must
intact diocesan communities or parochial bodies can be explained by the deep ideological affinity between the Roman position on ordination of women and the similar
position of the break-off Anglican groups.
5. Ibid, 618.

lii

My Journal of the Council

reform himself or herself—become more pure, more zealous, more committed
—and that will suffice. In that way, reforming the church boils down to returning
to fixed regulations determined from on high, and so solving problems by getting
everyone in line with the regulations given by the authorities.
Intégristes have no idea that a reform might involve adapting the life of the
church to the transformations taking place in the world. To the degree that they
see changes taking place around them, their inclination is to judge them as deviations from what is ‘traditional’. They consider all kinds of newness (inventions,
discoveries, technologies) an offence against the perennial understanding of the
truth. Congar concludes this list characterising the intégriste tendency by saying,
‘If my interpretation of all this is on the mark, you can understand why such an
attitude has the terrible inclination to see everything that has happened since the
Middle Ages or since 1789 as a conspiracy of errors, and to think that anything
that proposes something new is going to lead to mistakes.’6
So, twelve years after writing this essay, Congar found himself at Vatican II
feeling like Don Quixote in a landscape controlled by such people. Early on, reflecting on his work with the Preparatory Commission, he remarked on 24 September 1961, that ‘these “Romans” don’t take the Tradition seriously; they look
only at what the popes say. That’s where the big fight is going to be. But the truth
will prevail.’ Then he observes that he has studied the development of ecclesiology and the growth of papal authority through the centuries. Roman theologians
have long been inclined to build a huge superstructure on a few lines of Scripture, whether the case is ‘Tu es Petrus—You are Peter’, on the one hand, or ‘gratia
plena—full of grace’, on the other. In either case, whether about papal primacy
or Mariology, these Roman theologians pursue just one idea—to maximise, to
push to its fullest expression, either a power or a glory. Such people are willing to
‘utilise anything.’7
In November 1962, in the midst of an incredible multitude of projects for
the Council, Congar accepted an invitation to lecture at the seminary known as
the Capranica for about forty Roman seminarians. He was invited to speak on
ecumenism, but he was obliged to give his talk in Latin, which he found difficult and limiting. Toward the end of his conference, three bishops came into
the room, including the bishop of Benevento. During the question period, this
bishop violently attacked Congar insisting that Catholic doctrine has been perfectly expressed in the manuals taught in the seminaries, that they are not superficial (as Congar had claimed), nor ambiguous. ‘What determines everything’, the
bishop added, ‘is the magisterium. You talk about the presence of Christ in the
church: there is only one presence—it is the magisterium!’8 Congar replied that
in the church there is an experience of the mystery of Christ, to which the bishop
6. Ibid, 620.
7. 24 September 1961.
8. 22 November 1962.
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bellowed: ‘Experience! People talked about that at the beginning of the century –
that’s Modernism!!!’9
At the end of November, Cardinal Ottaviani invited Congar to meet with
him at the Holy Office where, among other remarks, the cardinal blamed Congar for producing only negative criticism of the schemas presented to the Council and then added, ‘Since you are so much under surveillance and so suspect,
you ought to be all the more careful to refer everything to the authentic magisterium’. Congar remarks in his journal, ‘I perceive that I am once and for all
and for ever under suspicion. That will not prevent me from working. My work
displeases them because they realise very well that its whole aim is to bring back
into circulation certain ideas, certain things that they have been endeavouring
to shut out for four hundred years, and above all for the past hundred years.
But that is my vocation and my service in the name of the Gospel and of the
Traditon.’10
Two years and much enormous effort later, the Council began its discussion
of what eventually became its Constitution on the Church in the Modern World.
Congar reacts to the criticisms of the document by Cardinal Ruffini, one of the
stalwarts of the curial intégristes: ‘He is perfectly consistent with himself and with
his attitude of rejecting real openings. Ut schema funditus reficatur [the schema
should be fundamentally remade] in line with the encyclicals of recent popes’.11
In November, Congar is working on the modi (suggestions for revision) for the
decree on bishops and comes across the revisions suggested by Cardinals Ruffini,
Siri, Browne and some others. Referring to them, he says, ‘It is truly a hatred of
all ‘democratic’ spirit, and an expression of integrism, just as I described it in Vrai
et fausse Réforme [True and False Reform]’.12
In February 1965, Congar reads an article in the Italian newspaper, Il Messaggero, that claims that he and Chenu are behind a Marxist plot to influence the
French bishops, an insinuation of the French Catholic right.13 Meanwhile, he is
working full time producing texts and critically appraising sections of De Revelatione, the beginnings of Gaudium et spes, and Presbyterorum ordinis. Where does
his energy come from? That is the marvel here.
At the very end of the Council, following the closing Mass, Congar remarks
that as wonderful as that closing celebration was, from the point of view of ecclesiology and ecumenism there was something wrong. It was all about the pope.
It gave the impression the pope was above the church rather than in it. Perhaps
this remark helps us to assess better what Congar really wanted from the Council. As he himself says in many places, the Council planted the seeds of a new
ecclesiology—a new church. But the obstructionism of the Roman Curia and of
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Ibid, 255.
30 November 1962.
20 October 1964.
3 November 1964.
8 February 1965.
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the forces of the right led to too many essential points being expressed as compromises (as, for example, the introduction of the Nota Praevia to Lumen gentium to underscore papal privilege in a document about the People of God). It
is true, perhaps, that the influence of the Council’s minority forced the majority
to be more articulate and precise.14 But it is also true that the ambiguities forced
upon the texts by controversies opened the possibility for regressive interpretations of what are genuine developments in the Council’s documents for theology
and pastoral life. In too many places, the impression is still given that the church
is essentially about the pope or the hierarchy. In the light of this ambiguity, I am
reminded of an extraordinary passage in Congar’s essay on the structure of Christian priesthood.15
Christ’s priesthood was not about liturgy but about life. He came to inaugurate a new creation. Referring to the theology of the Book of Revelation, Congar
speaks of Christ as the principle or the Alpha of everything, as well as the end
or the Omega, as well. But Christ is also the way from the beginning to the end
and will remain that as long as the Alpha is not completely transformed into the
Omega. Referring to 1 Corinthians 15:28: ‘When all things are subjected to him,
then the Son himself will also be subjected to the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may be all in all’, Congar points out the essential
importance of the faithful entering knowingly and willingly into the mystery of
Christ, being ‘subjected to him’. As long as our transformation by the grace of
Christ’s resurrection is incomplete, this plenitude or fullness of Christ will not
yet be achieved.16
This movement from Christ as Alpha to Christ as Omega is a very powerful
image. The first is Christ’s unique divine initiative in the incarnation, and the
second is the plenitude of the Body of Christ incorporating the lives and sacrifices of all his members. Congar explains that Christ can be the Alpha of the new
creation without us, but he cannot be its Omega without our contributing to its
plenitude. The church celebrates in the sacraments, especially in the Eucharist,
Jesus’s passing over to his Father. ‘The role of the sacraments is to reproduce in
a particular mode of being [as sign] . . . what Jesus did for us in the days of his
flesh. This allows the root to bear its fruits—to make the Christ Alpha produce
within us over time the reality of life in such a way as to form the Christ Omega.’17
Consequently the participation of the faithful in the church’s sacramental life cannot be that of observers or of mere recipients. We are baptised into a common
priesthood that makes us participants in the celebration of the body and blood of
the Lord. Christ’s priesthood exists in the members of his body to stimulate their
14. Cf LVI.
15. ‘The Structure of Christian Priesthood’ in Yves Congar, At the Heart of Christian
Worship: Liturgical Essays of Yves Congar, Translated by Paul Philibert (Collegeville:
Liturgical Press, 2010), 69º105.
16. Ibid, 83.
17. Ibid, 85.
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participation in his own sacrifice, bringing about the willing sacrifice of human
persons united to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. ‘In this way the faithful accomplish
and fill up the sacrifice of Jesus, their Alpha (their source).’18
Naturally, Congar insists upon the role of the hierarchical powers in the
church; they assure that the church maintains its structure. However, the church
lives in all the people. By baptismal consecration, all the faithful are constituted
as legitimate co-celebrants in the sacrifice of Christ. ‘The church develops and
makes actual the offering which Christ made of her on the cross. The church
fulfills in the body what had already been offered by the head.’19 The faithful, by
voluntarily offering their own lives in union with the self-offering of Christ their
head, expand the outreach of the new creation of grace in space and time. This
is how the body of Christ experiences and contributes to the growth of the one
who, having achieved everything fully in himself, now desires that we join him
in doing the same. Thus the mystery of Christ’s passover becomes the mystery of
our own passover. In this way the identity of the Omega with the Alpha is the
real filling up of the resurrected Christ with the transformed lives of the members
of his body.
This essentially mystical vision of the church was at the heart of Congar’s
theological agenda. It had ramifications for practically every theological question
undertaken by Vatican II. He accommodated this fundamental ecclesial vision to
the various projects of the Council. Without Congar’s participation, it is hard to
imagine that the Council would have articulated as it did in the Constitution on
the Church its extraordinary account of biblical images of the church (LG 4-6), its
rich development of the theme of the people of God, and its critically important
use of the theology of baptismal priesthood (LG 10, 34). Likewise, in the Constitution on Divine Revelation, Congar’s contribution of chapter 2, especially note
10, is the key to the theology of the entire document. His central role in drafting
the Decree on Ecumenism had to be one of the most gratifying moments for him,
given his lifelong commitment to Christian unity. In n. 11, the decree articulates
that in Catholic doctrine there exists ‘an order or hierarchy of truths, since they
vary in their relation to the foundation of the Christian faith. Thus the way will be
opened whereby [a] kind of friendly rivalry will incite all to a deeper realisation
and a clearer expression of the unfathomable riches of Christ’. This profoundly
fraternal image of a rivalry among friends expresses deep respect for the theological and spiritual life of the reformed churches. In all these ways, Congar consolidated the theological riches of the patristic age with an eye always fixed upon the
goal of future unity.
In a number of places throughout the journal, Congar remarks upon the
transformation taking place among the bishops of the world because of their participation in the Council. This represented nothing less than a veritable conver18. Ibid, 95.
19. Ibid, 105.
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sion of perspective on their part. In addition to all the technical work he did in
writing documents and assisting the commissions of the Council, Congar was
also indefatigable in offering lectures, seminars, and dialogues with groups of
bishops, with students, with journalists, and with the non-Catholic Observers. He
was convinced that if people could only see, their hearts would change. Clearly,
though, he never succeeded in changing the hearts of the curial leaders—Ottaviani, Ruffini, Browne, and so many others. They, who had their day before the
Council, would also have too strong an influence upon the implementation of the
Council’s work afterwards. For that reason, it is important to grasp the subtext of
the many confrontations described by Congar in this journal.
In ending his essay from 1950 cited above, Congar talks about how Newman
described the forces of the right that caused him so much pain and frustration.
In Newman’s words, ‘They set up a church within a church… turning their own
point of view into dogmas. I defend myself not against their positions, but against
what I have to call their schismatic spirit.’20 Then Congar goes on to say that the
tendency in Catholicism to exaggerate the role of authority in solving questions
goes along with an equally strong inclination to judge and condemn any openness, any real spirit of research, or any questioning of received ideas. It also tends
to judge someone’s orthodoxy by whether or not they find others heterodox. In
so doing, these people put their judgment above that of the church and they arrogate to themselves the right to judge what is Catholic in terms of their own
narrowness, if not their own ignorance. What intégrisme really lacks is a genuine
confidence in the truth, a genuine love of the truth, which can respect and honour
the truth even in its developing expressions. Congar ends by citing the prayer of
St Catherine of Siena, ‘Lord, open up my heart’.21
To the degree that the tendency to restorationism in today’s church replicates
the spirit of the European intégrisme of the nineteenth century or of the curial intégrisme of the pre-Vatican II world, Congar’s journal offers useful lessons. It also,
thank God, shows us how profound theological training, immense hard work,
and a trust in divine providence can overcome the divisive spirit of the intégrisme
of any age.

20. ‘Appendice III’, 621.
21. Ibid, 622.

Editorial Note
Éric Mahieu

(with some alterations and additions respecting the
English edition)
The manuscript text of My Journal of the Council comprises nine exercise books
into which have been inserted a certain number of documents. Shortly after the
Council, Congar had it typed in triplicate by Delphine Guillou, his secretary at
that time. Two copies were deposited with the original manuscript in the archives
of the Dominican Province of France at the library of Le Saulchoir. The third copy
was sent to the library of the Faculty of Theology in Leuven (Belgium). Congar
had re-read, corrected and signed the typed version of his Journal and it is this
that has been used as a basis for this edition. However, the manuscript text has
been compared with the typed one in order to discover any words or passages that
might have been forgotten or omitted from the typescript. These are few in number and have been incorporated in this edition between double square brackets.
(The passages in single brackets, round or square, were included by Congar himself. For the English translation, single square brackets have also been used when
giving the English translation of text in another language. As these always follow
the non-English text, they should not cause confusion. Braces, or curly brackets,
in the text are original. In the footnotes they indicate a footnote not found in the
French edition). Italicised square brackets around a blank space indicate a blank
space in the manuscript. When re-reading the typescript, Congar made, besides
some orthographic corrections, some handwritten additions. In the French edition, these were indicated by asterisks. In the English translation, they have been
incorporated into the footnotes. The correction of simple mistakes in spelling
has not been noted. As for the documents attached to the Journal, which are of
very different types (ranging from an invitation to the rough draft of a lecture,
from a text given to him to read by a bishop to correspondence), we have briefly
described in the notes those that are of direct historical interest in relation to the
Council.
As far as possible, the layout and the paragraph divisions of the original have
been respected. In the French edition, the often chaotic style and punctuation of
the Journal were left as they were. Moreover, Congar made much use of underlining. In order to assist the ease of reading, words or phrases that were underlined
once have here been given in capitals, those that were underlined twice have here
been given in italic capitals, and those that were underlined three times or more
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have here been given in underlined italic capitals. The results of the voting in the
Conciliar assembly are given here as they were recorded by Congar (they can be
checked against those given in the official Acta). On the other hand, the spelling
of the names of persons, places, books or journals has been checked and, where
necessary, corrected. However, some personal names have been left as they were
when their identification was doubtful or when they differed phonetically from
the correct name. In these rare cases, the correct or probable name is indicated
in the notes. In order to make reading easier, the summary of the interventions
in aula has been slightly offset. The references for these interventions in the Acta
Synodalia, the official Acts of the Council, are given in the footnotes.
The people involved have nearly all been identified, by means, in particular, of
consultation of the Congar archives. When they are first mentioned in the Journal, a brief introductory note has been provided, normally restricted to the offices
held by those persons at the various moments when they are mentioned in the
Journal. In some cases, it has seemed useful to mention also the important responsibilities later assumed by them, whether internationally (Roman organisms,
Catholic episcopates, Catholic universities, World Council of Churches) or in the
French ecclesiastical world.
In the French edition, a translation of words or passages in Latin or in other
languages was given in the notes. In the English translation, these have been included in the text, following the words or passages concerned, in square brackets.
The occasional barbarisms in Congar’s Latin have been corrected. Words and expressions that occur frequently have been translated only at the first occurrence;
they and their translation will also be found among the appendices at the end of
Volume II.
Amongst these appendices there is a glossary of the principal technical terms
used in the Journal, tables of the different names used by Congar to designate
the schemas and the conciliar Commissions, and a map of Rome indicating the
principal places of residence and work frequented by Congar.
To enable the reader to follow more easily his conciliar activity, the ‘Points of
reference’ which Congar himself had published in his four volumes of Chronicles
of the Council (Le Concile au jour le jour, Cerf, 1963 to 1966) have been completed
and reprinted here, together with chronological tables showing his participation
in the drafting of the various schemas.
We wish to thank Fr Éric de Clermont-Tonnerre who, as Prior Provincial
of the Province of France, authorised the publication of this Journal, Fr André
Duval OP who, as archivist of the Dominican Province of France, received us
so cordially and gave us access to the Congar archives, and Fr Nicolas-Jean Sed,
general manager of Éditions du Cerf. Our thanks go also to all those who have
contributed to the publication of this edition, in particular Br Saulius Rumšas
OP, Fr Hervé Legrand OP; Andrée Thomas, of Éditions du Cerf; Sr Borromée OP,
Sr Marie-Clotilde OCBE, Hubert Le Bourdellès and Yves-Marie Hilaire; and also,
naturally, Dominique Congar, the nephew of Fr Congar, for the information he
was able to give us about his family, and for his careful monitoring of our work.

Publishers’ Acknowledgements

Many people have been involved in this Congar project along the years.
Discussion between Editions du Cerf and ATF Press began at Frankfurt Book
Fair in 2006. Discussions were held by ATF Press with Ms Laurence Rodinet, Frs
Nicolas-Jean Sed OP and Eric de Clermont-Tonnerre OP of Cerf. A number of
other English language publishers had looked at translating Congar’s work from
the Second Vatican Council but did not proceed. A Spanish translation has appeared. English publishers may well have been put off by the length and the difficulties involved in such a task. This in part is due to Congar’s French style in the
journal, shorthand, a type of note-taking on the run, which had been faithfully
rendered by Cerf from the original hand-written, later typed, notebooks.
ATF Press undertook full translation of both volumes of the French text and it
soon became an international project. Translators were found in Europe: Sr Mary
John Ronayne OP (Lisbon, Portugal) undertook Volume I (in this volume pages
1 to 469)and Sr Mary Cecily Boulding OP (Stone, United Kingdom) translated
Volume II (in this volume pages 471 to 931). Dominican Publications from Ireland and Liturgical Press from the USA agreed to work with ATF Press as international publishing partners.
Once the two sisters completed their work, ATF Press had assistance from
Cerf ’s Frs Gilles-Hervé Masson OP and Eric de Clermont-Tonnerre OP who
came to Australia in early 2011 to work with ATF Press on a number of projects.
Frs Bruno-Dominique la Fille OP and Jérôme Rousse-Lacordaire OP of Cerf enabled invaluable access to the photographs of Congar held by Cerf and to the
Saulchoir Library. Fr Jean-Michel Potin OP of the French Province, from the
Saulchoir Library, gave permission to access the original note-books which are
held in the Library.
From the Australian Dominican Province, Dr Denis Minns OP, undertook an
editorial review of the translation. In this work he consulted with Dr Helen Frank,
of the Australian Dominican Studium Library in Melbourne and an Honorary
Research Fellow (French Studies) at the University of Melbourne, and also with
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Fr Bob Wilkinson of Adelaide, who had edited an Australian Catholic newspaper
throughout the Vatican Council.
Fr Minns also expanded the French glossary for an English readership. While
Australian English spelling has been used throughout, the translation of Congar’s
French colloquialisms kept in mind a readership wider than Australian.
ATF Press was assisted by members of Cerf in a number of fascinating translation decisions. The project is indebted to the French literary agency, CNL, for
its contribution to the translation costs. Very useful correspondence was also had
between the publisher of ATF Press and Congar’s nephew, M Dominique Congar.
The partnership with Dominican Publications and Liturgical Press has always
been fraternal and decisions have been made jointly wherever possible. Fr Bernard Treacy OP and his editorial staff at Dominican Publications and Mr Hans
Christoffersen and Mr Peter Dywer and others at Liturgical Press have followed
this project from the start. Meetings at different places around the world planned
and monitored the project over the five years.
Thanks are due to the Dominican Sisters in Stone and the Monastery of Dominican Nuns in Lisbon for their hospitality to the publisher of ATF Press over
the five-year period.
Liturgical Press undertook the cover art work and obtained the services of
Fr Paul Philibert OP, from the USA, to contribute introductory pages. ATF Press
provided layout for the combined publication.
The French edition was in the two volumes which now appear in English as
one volume in hard back. Congar was not consistent in the way he named conciliar documents in Latin or in French. In the English translation we have not
attempted to standardise his usage. Neither was this done in the French edition,
which was assembled from the typewritten text which had been taken directly
from his notebooks, written each day during the Council. The French edition had
two indices of names which were at the back of Volume II. The English edition
has both indices. Responsibility for these indices lies with Hilary Regan.
When the idea of translating Congar’s journal from the Second Vatican Council arose, it was seen that it could contribute to events surrounding the fiftieth
anniversary of the Council. In launching the English translation in 2012, this aim
will have been accomplished.
I wish to express my personal thanks also to the many others in each of the
four publishing houses who have supplied information or assisted in any way. My
thanks to you all.

Hilary Regan
ATF Press
Adelaide
February 2012
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Acta et Documenta Concilio Oecumenico Vaticano apparando
Acta Synodalia Sacrosancti Concilii Oecumenici Vaticani II
Catholic Centre for French Intellectuals
Episcopal Conference of the Bishops of Latin America
Dutch Centre for Council Documentation
International Catholic Information
New Testament
Old Testament
Témoignage chrétien (Christian Witness): an independent
weekly journal of social, political, cultural and religious
affairs, founded in France in 1941 in resistance to Nazism.
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In order to make this journal more intelligible, I begin with a few preliminary
remarks.
During the First and Second Sessions, I lived at the Angelicum.1 While there,
I had very little contact with the Conciliar Fathers, being cut off from everything
and living there the life of a religious community.
During the Third and Fourth sessions, I lived at the French Seminary,2 as did
about forty of the bishops. A number of ‘workshops’3 were also held there, and it
was more in the centre of Rome. Moreover, whereas at the Angelicum I never had
the remotest chance of a car (I used to go to and from St Peter’s in the coach that
collected the bishops), at the French Seminary I had the chance of a car and other
kinds of help fairly frequently.
During the meetings of the Commission, whenever possible I stayed at the
Belgian College4 where the Theological Commission had its working centre.
While the Council was in session, however, the few available rooms were occupied
by the Belgian bishops and I was not able to stay there.
Throughout this journal, the expression ‘at St Peter’s’ means the General
Congregations; ‘at the Vatican’ means meetings of the Theological Commission or,
at times, of the Joint Commission (theology and lay apostolate) for schema XIII:
these meetings were held in the room known as the ‘Hall of the Congregations’.
The expression ‘at St Martha’s’ denotes the pilgrim hostel at the Vatican where
nearly all the various conciliar Commissions had their secretariats. These
1. The Angelicum, where the Dominican ecclesiastical faculties in Rome are based, became a Pontifical University in 1963.
2. The ‘Séminaire Français’ in Rome, which is run by the Holy Ghost Fathers, trains students for the priesthood destined mainly for French dioceses.
3. Working groups set up by the French bishops in Rome during the Council.
4. The seminary for the formation of students for the priesthood for the dioceses of Belgium.
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meetings were sometimes held in a kind of passageway, sometimes in the large
room downstairs, sometimes in a parlour, and sometimes in other rooms that
were more or less suitable, and mostly rather less than more! The expression ‘at
the Secretariat’ refers to the Secretariat for Christian Unity which, to begin with,
was at 64 Via dei Corridori, and later, during the Fourth Session, in the larger
premises at 1 Via dell’Erba.
The names of the Conciliar Fathers who spoke in aula were written down as
heard and may not always be quite correct. However, in most cases, the spelling
was checked by Mlle Guillou1 from the official elenchi [lists].
I have personally checked this copy.2
					
Strasbourg, 6 July 1967
				
(autograph signature)
						f Yves MJ Congar

1. Delphine Guillou became Congar’s secretary towards the end of the Council, and
continued to be so for several years thereafter. It was she whom he asked to type the
manuscript of his journal.
2. The second copy of the typescript does not include this phrase. On the top copy of
the typescript, Fr Congar added the following hand-written note: ‘on account of the
people who are mentioned in this journal, I forbid any public use of it before the year
2000.’ On the second copy he wrote: ‘I forbid any PUBLIC use of this journal before
the year 2000.’
A hand-written sheet glued to the fly leaf of the top copy reads as follows: ‘This is a
transcription of my personal journal of the Council revised by myself. I want this copy
to be deposited in the Provincial Archives. As I have already written above, no use is to
be made of it before the year 2000.’
24.2.68								
			
f Y Congar
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‘I walk so that the Church may go forward!’ 1

This journal cannot begin here and now at the end of July 1960, which is when I
learned of my appointment as Consultor to the Theological Commission.2 It must
begin further back. I shall undoubtedly have subsequent impressions to record
here later on. But I do not begin today from scratch, with a tabula rasa. The
decision to hold a Council was announced a year and a half ago, and I have clearly
had time to develop a certain number of ideas. It is worthwhile putting them on
paper before, perhaps, they are contradicted and replaced by others. Moreover, I
have already stated in public a number of my reactions. I have not written much
in letters—I don’t like that—but I have said quite a lot in lectures and articles:
-- Informations Catholiques Internationales 15 February 1959:3
-- the two studies which I included in my Le Concile et les conciles;4

1. In Une vie pour la vérité (Paris: Le Centurion, 1975), 154, Congar explained that he had
adopted and modified the words of St Thérèse of the Child Jesus who, in obedience
to her infirmarian, forced herself to walk in the garden of her Carmel, at the cost of
intense fatigue: ‘I walk for a missionary’. He must have come across the phrase while
reading Chapter 12 of Histoire d’une âme (page 177 in the 1953 edition published by
the Office Central de Lisieux).
2. The reference is to the Preparatory Theological Commission, one of the various Preparatory Commissions appointed by the Pope to prepare the Conciliar schemas; it was
responsible for the doctrinal schemas. On 16 July 1960 L’Osservatore Romano published a preliminary, and not yet complete, list of the members and consultors of the
Commission.
3. ‘Les Conciles dans la vie de l Église’, Informations catholiques internationales, No. 80, 15
February 1960: 17–26.
4. Yves Congar, ‘La Primauté des quatre premiers conciles œcumeniques. Origine, destin,
sens et portée d’un thème traditionnel’, and ‘Conclusion’ in Le Concile et les conciles,
Contribution à l’histoire de la vie conciliaire de l’Église (Chevetogne-Cerf, 1960), 75–
123 and 285–334.
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---

article in the January 1960 issue of Lumière et Vie,1 reprinted in Trierer
Theologische Zeitschrift,2 and, somewhat differently, in ten or more
lectures;
article in the 16 June 1960 issue of Témoignage Chrétien, reprinted in
Herder Korrespondenz.3

A number of us at once saw in the Council an opening for the cause, not only of
unionism,4 but also of ecclesiology. We saw in it an opportunity, which needed
to be exploited to the maximum, of hastening the recovery of the values of episcopacy and Ecclesia5 in ecclesiology, and of making substantial progress from the
point of view of ecumenism. Personally, I have endeavoured to urge public opinion to expect and to ask for a great deal. I have kept saying everywhere that it
would pass perhaps no more than five per cent of what we wanted. All the more
reason, therefore, to maximise our requests. Christian public opinion must force
the Council to exist in fact, and to achieve something.
From the theological point of view, and above all from that of ecumenism, it
would seem that the Council has come twenty-five years too soon. In fact, things
have not been moving long enough. Quite a few ideas have already changed.
But in twenty years time, we might have had an episcopate comprised of men
who had grown up in ideas rooted in the Bible and in tradition, in a realistic
pastoral and missionary outlook. We have not reached that point yet. However,
a number of ideas have already come a long way, and the very announcement
of the Council, with its long-term ecumenical aim, in the more humane and
more Christian climate of the pontificate of John XXIII6 might well accelerate
this process. A number of bishops, who up to then had been against it, would
undoubtedly become open to the idea of ecumenism, because Rome was now
in favour. In the space of two years, things have become ‘good ideas’ which had
been barely tolerated for the previous twenty: except that nothing would now be
in favour with the authorities that had not been struggled for and sown in tears.
1. It was in fact the November/December 1959 issue: cf Yves Congar, ‘Le Concile, l’Église
et . . . les autres’, Lumière et Vie, No. 45, 1959: 69–92.
2. Yves Congar, ‘Konzil und Ökumene’, Trierer Theologische Zeitschrift, year 69, cahier 3,
1960: 129–147.
3. Herder Korrespondenz, July 1960, where we find, in fact, a summary of the article in
Trierer Theologische Zeitschrift.
4. This word (l’unionisme) was used before the last Council to indicate the activity of
Catholics who were in favour of Christian unity: Vatican II came to prefer the term
‘ecumenism’, specifying its meaning in the Decree Unitatis Redintegratio.
5. Church. When Congar uses this Latin word, he is looking at the Church as an integral
Christian community.
6. Angelo G Roncalli was elected pope on 28 October 1958. He had been Nuncio in Paris
from 1944 to 1953, and then Patriarch of Venice. He died on 3 June 1963, and was
beatified by Pope John Paul II in the year 2000.
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The announcement of the Council aroused great interest and great hope. It
seemed that, after the stifling regime of Pius XII,1 the windows were at last being
opened; one could breathe. The Church was being given its chance. One was
becoming open to dialogue.
Little by little, these hopes became shrouded in a fine film of dust. There was
a long silence, a sort of blackout, interrupted only by this or that encouraging
announcement from the Pope. But even these were rather vague, and they
seemed to some extent to have gone backwards as compared with the original
announcement. This impression came from a number of sources. The Pope
himself declared publicly that he had not changed his mind. But in a conversation
with Fr Liégé,2 he admitted that his original idea had been a genuine conversation
with the Others.3
One had the impression—confirmed by people coming from Rome with the
latest gossip from ‘that miserable court’—that in Rome a whole team of people
was applying itself to sabotaging the Pope’s project. It was even being said that the
Pope knew what was going on and had spoken about it in confidence (something
which continues to surprise me and makes me rather sceptical: a pope does not
divulge such confidences).
Personally, I very quickly and repeatedly felt deceived because, although
Pope John XXIII spoke and acted extremely sympathetically, his decisions, his
government, belied much of what had aroused hope. His human style was warm
and friendly, Christian. Everything connected with him personally had rescued
us from the horrible satrapism of Pius XII. However, he had retained almost all of
his predecessor’s personnel: not the Jesuit brains trust which, however, had been
remarkably effective; not Sr Pasqualina; 4 not all of the prelates. But all the others:
Cardinals Tardini5 and Ottaviani6 were his close advisers. The Pope had recalled
Mgr Parente7 to Rome and had given him an important job at the ‘Holy Office’:
1. Pius XII (Eugenio Pacelli) had been Pope from 1939 until his death in October 1958.
2. Pierre-André Liégé, OP, of the Province of France, was Professor of Fundamental and
Pastoral Theology at the Institut Catholique in Paris, and at the Dominican faculties at
Le Saulchoir. He was to be personal adviser to Mgr Elchinger and Mgr Schmidt at the
Council. Later he became Dean of the Faculty of Theology at the Institut Catholique in
Paris.
3. Congar’s way of referring to non-Catholic Christians.
4. Pasqualina Lehnert, a Bavarian religious who entered the future Pius XII’s service
when he was Nuncio in Munich.
5. Almost as soon as he was elected, John XXIII had appointed Pius XII’s Pro-Secretary
of State, Domenico Tardini, as Secretary of State. He was to die in July 1961.
6. Alfredo Ottaviani continued to be head of the Holy Office, of which he had been appointed Secretary in October 1959. He was to be President of the Preparatory Theological Commission and then, during the Council, of the Doctrinal Commission. In
1965, he was to be appointed Pro-Prefect of the new Congregation for the Doctrine of
the Faith which replaced the Holy Office.
7. Having been Archbishop of Perugia since 1955, Pietro Parente returned to Rome as
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Parente, the man who condemned P Chenu,1 the fascist, the monophysite.
I met Miss Christine Mohrmann2 on her return from a six-week stay in Rome,
in April and May 1959.3 She goes to Rome fairly frequently, perhaps every year.
She has a number of contacts and ‘antennae’ there. Her feminine and humanist
finesse perceives many things. I told her how I felt, my astonishment and my fears.
She replied with an optimism which appeared to me to be excessive. According to
her, the Pope knows very well what he is doing and where he is going. He is well
aware that he is surrounded by men with a totally different outlook on things,
even a totally contrary outlook. In time, he will neutralise them, but little by little.
He does not want to rush things, but to proceed very gently, etc. It did not seem
to me that these conclusions were borne out by the facts.
It seemed to me that the entire ‘old guard’ had remained in office. What
difference would the resignation of Cardinal Tisserant4 in the autumn of 1959

1.

2.
3.

4.

assessor at the Holy Office in 1959. He was to be appointed member of the Doctrinal
Commission at the end of the First Session of the Council. During Vatican II, Congar came to know him better and to recognise his capacity for doctrinal reflection
which was to result, for example, in Archbishop Parente writing publicly in favour of
collegiality in Avvenire d’Italia on 21 January 1965. Contradicting his earlier rather
insulting opinion, Congar later honoured him publicly by contributing an important
essay to Mélanges Parente: ‘La consécration épiscopale et la succession apostolique
constituent-elles chef d’une Église locale ou membre du college?’ (Rome: 1967), 29–
40, which was subsequently reprinted in his Ministères et communion ecclésiale (Paris:
Cerf, 1971), 123–140.
Marie-Dominique Chenu, OP, of the Province of France. In 1937, as Regent of Studies for his Province, he had distributed, in brochure form, a text entitled Une école de
théologie. Le Saulchoir, outlining a new approach to theology. This text had been put
on the Index in 1942 and it was Parente who had written the article in L’Osservatore
Romano justifying this decision. During the Council, Chenu was to be the personal
adviser of one of his former pupils, Claude Rolland, a La Salette missionary, and Bishop of Antsirabé (Madagascar). Cf Marie-Dominique Chenu, Notes quotidiennes au
Concile. Journal de Vatican II, 1962–1963, critical edition and introduction by Alberto
Melloni (Paris: Cerf, 1995).
Philologist and professor at the Catholic University of Nijmegen, known in particular
for her four volume Études sur le latin des chrétiens (Rome: 1958, 1961, 1965, 1977).
The Congar Archives contain notes of a conversation with Christine Mohrmann
which took place on 22 April 1959, on her return from a stay in Rome. In particular,
Congar recorded the following: ‘The Pope DOES NOT WANT to carry on like his predecessor. But he does not want to start revolutions. That is why he does not change the
people in office all at once. Moreover, he wants to watch in order to avoid appointing
people who might, in fact, try to counteract his policy [. . .] His plan for a Council is
being resolutely fought against and sabotaged by those appointed during the previous
regime who are still in office. The Pope seems to know this. He is very observant and is
fully aware of what is going on.’
Specialist in ancient semitic languages and expert in Eastern Christianity, Cardinal
Eugène Tisserant had just resigned from the position of Secretary of the Congregation
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actually make? I asked several people about this and did not get a satisfactory
answer; rather, a variety of differing, even divergent opinions. It doesn’t much
matter. I never hoped for great things from that quarter. But one had a clear
impression that in Rome, the ‘old guard’ in the Curia felt it was in danger and
was doing all in its power to avoid it, while at the same time playing along with
the new pontificate since a NEW pontificate was what they were faced with. The
danger was that some of the reins of government were slipping away from them.
I am beginning to know the history of ecclesiology quite well. For more than
fifteen centuries now, Rome has striven to monopolise—yes to monopolise—all
the lines of direction and control. And has succeeded! One can say that by 1950,
it was perfect. And now, here we have a pope who threatens to surrender some of
these positions. The Church was going to have its say. There was some talk of the
bishops being given more independence. Whereas before, the small team of coopted Roman theologians had imposed its ideas on the rest, there was talk now
of giving that ‘rest’ its own opportunity. It seemed to me that what was happening
was that the Curia of Pius XII was still in place; that it was well aware of the
danger; that it would give way when necessary but would not break, would, in
fact, do all in its power to minimise the damage being done to the system.
This had been my very clear impression since Easter 1959, and was confirmed
by a conversation I had with Pastor Roger Schutz1 on 20 June 1960. Schutz told
me, though with the greatest of discretion, about the audience, arranged for him
by Cardinal Gerlier,2 that he had had with John XXIII on the evening of, or the
morning after, his consecration. According to Schutz, the Pope had said some
very incredible, even downright heretical, things to him, such as: the Catholic
Church does not possess the whole truth; we should search together . . . I think
that the leading members of the Curia very quickly realised that, with John XXIII
and his plan for a Council, they might be in for a very strange adventure, that they
needed to erect fences, regain control as far as possible, and limit any possible
damage.
A number of indications, the internal logic of the reactions of the Curia as they
appeared to me, very quickly made me think what I am going to write down here,
in this month of July 1960, in order to keep a dated record, whatever happens:
whether or not the future confirms or belies what I now think. I was afraid, it
for the Eastern Church which he had occupied since 1937. He remained on as Vatican
Librarian and Archivist. He was to be the Dean of the Council of Presidents for the
Council.
1. Pastor Roger Schutz was the co-founder and Prior of the ecumenical community of
Taizé; during the Council he was to be one of the guests of the Secretariat for Christian Unity. Congar had stayed in Taizé on 19 and 20 June 1959 (account in Congar
Archives).
2. Pierre Gerlier, Archbishop of Lyons since 1937; he was to die in January, 1965. In the
account he left in the Archives, Congar speaks of Gerlier’s intervention as no more
than a strong presumption.
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seemed to me, that the Curia would restrict the working of the actual Council
as far as possible. The Council is an effective meeting of bishops, in which they
discuss freely, and then come to a decision. My fear was that this effective meeting
of bishops would be reduced to a final stage, and that the work would be done
through texts fully elaborated by commissions controlled by Rome, if not actually
composed in Rome, to which the bishops would be asked to give their reactions
in writing. These reactions, if any, might or might not be taken into account in a
final text which could not but be overwhelmingly approved in the course of the
actual Council session, which would last only a few weeks.
This procedure, if it really is put into effect, can be justified from some points
of view. It is certain that a discussion from A to Z has become virtually impossible.
The work will have to be well advanced before the bishops actually assemble in
Council. But what a risk! The great risk is that the Council will prove to have been
prefabricated in Rome or under Roman direction. A great many of the bishops
are incapable of having an overall view of things, particularly of their ideological
or theological aspects. They are coping with their own immediate pastoral
problems. Moreover, to a considerable extent, they have lost the habit of study and
of deciding things for themselves! They have become accustomed to accepting
decisions from Rome even when these suppress or overturn arrangements which
they themselves thought good (cf the worker priest movement,3 the Catechism4).
I am afraid that many of them, when they receive a document, will skim through
it and will find only a few editorial details to comment on, and that is how the
texts will be produced . . .
This would be a betrayal of the Council. Theology makes a careful distinction
between the dispersed and assembled episcopate. Only the latter forms a Council.
The idea and the expression ‘a kind of Council in writing’ which were used in
connection with the barely half-real consultation of the episcopate that preceded
the declarations of 1854 and 1950 were a betrayal of what a Council really is.
This is because, in fact, there is no such thing as a Council in such a procedure.
There is no Council except in the effective meeting of the bishops, involving
free discussion and decision-making. Moreover, psychologically, morally,
anthropologically, the episcopate when assembled is quite different from bishops
on their own. Assembled, they become aware of their episcopacy and their right.
As some of them speak, react, awaken echoes in others, they come to form a
group which has its own density, which becomes a bloc. Dispersed, they hardly
exist; they can only express isolated, unplanned reactions, which will be received
3. Rome put an end to the worker-priest experiment in 1954.
4. Canon Joseph Colomb, principal instigator of the French catechetical movement, was
dismissed in 1957 from his position as Director of the Centre national de l’enseignement
religieux [National Religious Education Centre] and his works were censured.
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and doctored by a Roman commission or one controlled by Rome, which will do
what it likes with them. Being unaware of the reactions of others, the bishops will
not even realise that they have been tricked.
This dispersion, this atomisation, of the episcopate is the perfect example of
‘Divide ut imperes’ [divide and rule]. How can it be avoided?
If I remember correctly, in April or May 1960, though it may have been
earlier, I saw Schmidthüs1 here. He spoke to me of a scheme which seemed to me
interesting in itself, but was unrealisable in practice. The idea was to set up a sort
of central secretariat for information that was well-geared for the bishops and for
co-ordinating efforts or work such as my own, (and that of several others also),
which all point in a certain direction. Maison Herder2 or Herder Korrespondenz
would finance the project and would provide office space and a secretary . . .
(it had been Schmidthüs’ idea . . . ). We discussed WHO could perform such
a task. I suggested Fr Baum,3 Küng,4 and someone else, a Dutchman. But, as
far as I know, the idea went no further. Moreover, I do not see how one might
have proceeded. In fact, a certain understanding existed between a few isolated
individual workers: it was virtual, implicit, but real, and little would be needed to
make it active. However, I have little faith in directed work. I believe in PEOPLE,
in personal initiative. But it is true that, if the thing had been possible, one would
have derived great benefit from mutual agreement on the need to arrange for a
certain number of works to be undertaken here and there. I am thinking of works
on the jurisdiction of bishops, on episcopal collegiality, on the law of the Eastern
Churches, etc. An understanding between existing Centres (but their existence
is not very stable!) such as the Möhler Institute,5 the Catholic Conference for

1. Karlheinz Schmidthüs, editor-in-chief of Herder Korrespondenz.
2. Catholic publisher based in Freiburg im Breisgau (Germany).
3. Gregory Baum, OSA, defended his doctoral thesis in theology in Fribourg in 1956; it
was published in 1958: cf That they may be one. A Study of papal Doctrine (Leo XIIIPius XII) (London: 1958). Congar had it translated in the ‘Unam Sanctam’ Collection
which he himself directed: L’Unité chrétienne d’après la doctrine des Papes de Léon XIII
à Pie XII (Paris: Cerf, 1961). Shortly afterwards, Baum went to teach theology at St Michael’s College (Toronto), where he founded a Centre of Ecumenical Studies in 1963.
He was appointed consultor of the Secretariat for Christian Unity in 1960, and then an
expert at the Council during the First Session.
4. Hans Küng, Swiss priest and theologian, was at this time ‘Assistant’ at the University of
Münster. From 1960 onwards, he was professor at the University of Tübingen where, in
1963, he became Director of the Institute for Ecumenical Research: he was appointed
an expert at the Council during the First Session.
5. Centre of ecumenical research founded by Cardinal Jäger in Paderborn in 1957, and
oriented towards the Protestant world.
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Ecumenical Matters,1 Istina,2 Chevetogne,3 (Ligugé),4 etc, would be quite possible
and desirable. One could perhaps come back to this question.
On 4 April 1959, at the request of Mgr Weber,5 I had prepared for him a
draft reply to the request sent to all the bishops asking for topics to be discussed
at the Council.6 Mgr Weber made considerable use of my outline.7 He had also
asked Fr Durrwell, CSSR,8 and invited us both to lunch. I also wrote a paper for
Mgr Elchinger9 for his own reply. It had been agreed that he would insist on the
biblical notion of Faith, which is so important. See special file on this question.
The Catholic Faculty of Theology10 had also been consulted11 but was in no
hurry to reply. I tried to discover, through Dean Nédoncelle,12 the line that the
Faculty would take. He told me that they were waiting for the Colloquium on

1. Working party of Catholic ecumenists set up on the initiative of two Dutch priests, Jan
Willebrands and Franz Thijssen in the early 1950’s. Congar took a very active part in
it from its inception, and quite a number of the members of the future Secretariat for
Christian Unity came from its ranks.
2. Centre of ecumenical research founded by the Dominicans of the Province of France
in Lille in 1923, and transferred to Boulogne-sur-Seine in 1946. Fr Christophe-Jean
Dumont, OP, who was an active member of the Catholic Conference for Ecumenical
Matters (cf previous note) and a close friend of Congar’s, was in charge of it. The
journal Istina had been published by the Centre from 1954 onward and, broadening
out to embrace the whole range of ecumenism, also took over Russie et chrétienté
[Russia and Christendom] which had been founded in 1934.
3. Benedictine abbey in Belgium founded by Dom Lambert Beauduin, initially in Amaysur-Meuse; its special vocation was reconciliation with Eastern Christians; in particular it had published Irénikon since 1926.
4. French Benedictine abbey founded by St Martin. In 1959, it had been chosen by the
Benedictine abbots as the ecumenical centre for France.
5. Jean-Julien Weber, Sulpician, Bishop of Strasbourg since 1945. He had welcomed Congar to his diocese in 1956.
6. The reference is to the pre-preparatory consultation of all the Catholic bishops, but,
more widely, of all the future Fathers of the Council. A circular had been sent to them
on 18 June, 1959.
7. Yves Congar, Report on what it seems desirable to envisage for the Council, 4–6 August 1959 (Congar Archives). This document is probably the one to which Congar
refers here. It is in two parts: pastoral matters and the question of ecumenism.
8. The Redemptorist François-Xavier Durrwell. He taught Sacred Scripture at the Redemptorist Fathers’ scholasticate until he was elected Provincial of their Strasbourg
Province, an office he held from 1952 until 1962.
9. Léon-Arthur Elchinger, Coadjutor Bishop of Strasbourg. He was to succeed Mgr J-J
Weber when the latter resigned in December 1966.
10. In Strasbourg.
11. On 18 July 1960, a second circular had extended the consultation to the Universities.
12. Maurice Nédoncelle, Professor of Fundamental Theology at the Faculty of Catholic
Theology at the University of Strasbourg had been Dean of the Faculty since 1956.
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Ecclesiology in the nineteenth century1 which they were organising for the end
of November, 1959 (in the organisation of which I, too, had had some part), and
that they would base their replies on the conclusions reached by the Colloquium.
I have heard nothing since then and I do not know what the Faculty actually
said, as I have been out of touch with what it has been doing.
In June 1960 (La Croix for 8 June), the first fruits of the consultation of the
bishops were announced. There were to be ten preparatory commissions, plus
two secretariats2 and a central commission.3 But, with the exception of the
Secretariat for Christian Unity, which is a new creation uncluttered by precedent,
the President of each Commission was to be the cardinal in charge of the
corresponding Roman dicastery.4
This news depressed me enormously. I could see it all: the machine which
Rome had so carefully put together was taking into its iron grip this tiny infant
Council which had only just been born and sought to live. Within those arms
of steel, it would not be allowed to move, speak, or even breathe except as they
directed. Everything would be under the control and direction of the Curia. The
Council was to be mastered, dominated, emasculated, as soon as it had been born
and before it had even lived.
I wrote the two letters and the reply about all this in the 16 June issue of
Témoignage chrétien.5 I could have written a single article under a pseudonym.
I was reluctant to do so. I have only twice written under a pseudonym, in Sept,6
about the situation of Catholics in Hitler’s Reich. I wanted to write the truth, but it
could have backfired in Germany . . . On the other hand, I thought I did not have
the right to handicap or spoil the chance of my being sought out and used in some
way in the preparation for the Council. I knew that our Fr General7 had given my

1. This Colloquium was held from 26–28 November 1959 on the theme ‘Ecclesiology
in the nineteenth Century’. Its acts were published in 1960 in the Revue des Sciences
Religieuses, and also as No. 34 of the ‘Unam Sanctam’ collection edited by Congar.
2. The Secretariat for Christian Unity and the Secretariat for the Press and the Communication Media.
3. The Central Preparatory Commission, charged with co-ordinating the working of the
various Commissions and revising their work.
4. Another name for the various Roman congregations that are at the service of the pope.
5. Congar had included this article in the earlier list of his public reactions to the Council
(cf Volume I, page 4).
6. Under the pseudonym ‘Ober’ he wrote ‘Anxiété des catholiques allemands’ [Anxiety
of German Catholics] in Sept for 8 September 1934, page 7, and 15 September 1934,
pages 6–7.
7. The Master of the Dominican Order at that time was Michael Browne. An Irishman,
he had taught at the Angelicum and was a former Master of the Sacred Palace. He was
Master General from 1955 until March 1962, when he was created cardinal. Being a
member of the Holy Office, he was appointed to the Doctrinal Commission, where he
was Vice-President from the end of the First Session onwards.
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name.1 At the time, I had no indication that I would, in fact, be called upon, but I
felt obliged to bear in mind the possibility.
That is why I took the not very glorious middle way of writing those two letters
clearly asking the question, and a reply which, while to some extent moderating
my criticism, did not eliminate it entirely, indeed recognised its underlying
validity. All the same, it was necessary to sound some sort of alarm, and above
all to enlighten and guide public opinion. Experience and history have taught me
that one must ALWAYS protest when one feels in conscience or by conviction that
there are grounds for doing so. Of course, one thereby makes trouble for oneself,
but something positive is nevertheless achieved.
I took my usual week’s holiday in Sedan2 after the ‘Social Week’,3 and the
meeting of the ‘Équipes enseignantes’ [teaching teams].4 One day, while I was in
Sedan, I received a congratulatory note from l’abbé Poupard5 (I had been interested
in his thesis on Bautain6), then, the next day, another from Fr Dumont.7 I knew
nothing. I got hold of La Croix and saw that I had been appointed as consultor of
the Theological Commission.

1. On 17 February, 1959, Fr Jerome Hamer, OP, of the Belgian Province, had told Fr Congar that the Master General, whom he had met in Rome, intended to submit both their
names for the Preparatory Commissions (Congar Archives).
2. Yves Congar was a native of Sedan (Ardennes) where his parents lived in a large family
property in Fond-de-Givonne, one of the suburbs of Sedan.
3. From 1904 onwards, the ‘Semaines Sociales de France’ had brought together a number
of Catholics involved in the social field. Fr Congar attended the one that was held in
1960 and gave a lecture on 15 July: cf Yves M-J Congar, ‘Perspectives chrétiennes sur la
vie personnelle et la vie collective’ in Socialisation et personne humaine—Semaines sociales de France—47ième Session (Lyons: Chronique sociale de France, 1961), 195–221.
4. The ‘Équipes enseignantes’ brought together Catholic primary school teachers in
public schools. Fr Congar attended the end of one such meeting which was held at
Fontcouverte-Toussuire, in Savoy, from 5 to 18 July.
5. Paul Poupard, of the diocese of Angers, had been attaché of the Secretariat of State
since 1959; he was to become head of the French section in 1966. Later he became
Rector of the Institute Catholique in Paris. He was appointed bishop in 1979, and was
later made a cardinal when he became President of the Secretariat for Non-Christians
and then President of the Pontifical Council for Culture.
6. Poupard had defended his doctoral thesis in theology in February 1959 at the Université Catholique de l’Ouest: cf Paul Poupard, Un essai de philosophie chrétienne au
XIXième siècle. L’abbé Louis Bautain (Paris: Tournai, Desclée, 1961).
7. Christophe-Jean Dumont, OP, of the Province of France, Director of the Istina Institute and a friend of Congar’s. He was appointed consultor to the Secretariat for Unity
in 1960 and an expert at the Council in 1962. When Congar refers to ‘P[ère] Dumont’,
it is to this man that he is referring and not his namesake, Pierre Dumont OSB.

July 1960
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A few days later, I received the official notification, via Santa Sabina1 and
Strasbourg. I sent my reply from Sedan on 25 July, addressing it to Cardinal
Tardini, by whom the document had been signed.2
I hesitated before doing so.
In fact, all that I had heard largely confirmed my fears and plunged me back
into a deep depression. This Theological Commission seemed to me to be too
much pointed in a conservative direction. We were faced with two different
things: the actual members of the Commission, and the consultors. It was the
members who would do the work. The consultors would have nothing to say
unless they were consulted. But would they be? Fr Allo told me, shortly before
the war3 that he had been appointed as consultor to the Biblical Commission but
had never been consulted . . .
Now: Mgr Dubois,4 Archbishop of Besançon, was the French bishop on the
Commission. I had never met him, but I had heard quite a lot about him. He does
not like us. When asked to renew the faculties for hearing confessions for the
[Dominican] fathers in Dijon and Strasbourg, in his diocese, he replied that not
only would he not grant faculties to any new fathers, but that he would withdraw
them or not renew them in the case of those to whom they had already been
granted . . . Among his clergy, he had the reputation of being a good man but
a timid one and, for this reason, tended to be rather authoritarian. I know an
archpriest’s house in his diocese where his confirmation sermons have been taped
and where people listen to the tape when they want a bit of fun . . . His theology?
I know he has published a little book that is ultra-mariological.5 Mgr Weber has
told me about him; he finds him domineering.

1. Headquarters of the Dominican Order in Rome.
2. The letter from Cardinal Tardini was dated 12 July 1960.
3. It was in fact in the year 1941 that Ernest Allo, OP, Professor of Exegesis in Fribourg
until 1938, when he left for Le Saulchoir, had been appointed consultor to the Pontifical Biblical Commission.
4. Marcel-M Dubois, ordained bishop in 1948, he became Archbishop of Besançon in
1954.
5. Marcel-Marie Dubois, Petite somme mariale (Paris: Bonne Presse, 1957); a second volume was to be published in 1961.
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Of course, the theologian members of the Commission included Mgr Cerfaux,1
Mgr G Philips,2 Mgr M Schmaus.3 But there was also Fenton,4 an ultra-papist and
possibly also an ‘integrist’; Mgr Journet,5 of a different stamp, indeed, but very
limited in his views and in his ability to share . . . Then, there is also Balić6 who
thinks of nothing except super-exalting Mary in order to promote the ‘cause’ of
Scotus;7 Albert Michel . . . ,8 Rosaire Gagnebet.9. . .
It really is very slanted in one direction.

1. The exegete Lucien Cerfaux, of the diocese of Tournai, had long held the chair of New
Testament Exegesis at the University of Louvain; he was appointed an expert at the
Council in 1962.
2. Gérard Philips, of the diocese of Liège, was Professor of Dogmatic Theology at the
University of Louvain and a member of the Belgian Senate. Having been appointed
a Council expert in 1962, he was elected secretary of the Doctrinal Commission in
December 1963.
3. Michael Schmaus, of the diocese of Munich, was Professor of Dogmatic Theology at
the University of Munich until he retired in 1965. He was appointed a Council expert
in 1962.
4. Joseph Fenton was Professor of Theology at the Catholic University in Washington
until 1963, then a parish priest. He was appointed a Council expert in 1962.
5. Charles Journet was professor at the major seminary in Fribourg, Switzerland, and
director of the journal Nova et Vetera which he had founded with Mgr Charrière. He
was created cardinal in February 1965.
6. The Croatian Charles Balić OFM, theologian and Professor of Dogmatic and Marian
Theology at the Antonianum and, from 1961 onwards, at the Lateran. He was also
consultor to the Congregation of the Holy Office and founder and President of the
Pontifical International Marian Academy; he was appointed a Council expert in 1962.
7. The cause of the beatification of Duns Scotus, which took place in 1991.
8. Albert Michel, priest of the diocese of Saint-Dié, who had taught dogmatic theology
at the Catholic Faculties in Lille and had been deeply involved in the anti-Modernist
battle, and was now a parish priest, while continuing to write for L’Ami du Clergé.
9. Rosaire Gagnebet, OP, of the Province of Toulouse, who taught theology at the Angelicum and became first an assessor and then a consultor to the Congregation of the Holy
Office; he was appointed a Council expert in 1962.

