
TODAY AND TOMORROW 

CONVERSATION AT THE COUNCIL: John Courtney Murray, S.J., 
Hans Kling, Gustave Weigel, S.J., Godfrey Dickmann, O.S.B., 

with Vincent Anhur Yzcrmans 

Father Yzermans: What does this entire discussion concerning the 
Church and the episcopacy going on during Vatican Council II mean 
to the American Catholic layman or laywoman? 

Father Murray: Admittedly, many of the things discussed in the sec
ond session of the council do not directly apply to the laity, except, of 
course, the reforms prescribed by the Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy. However, behind these discussions is a principle which I do 
believe affects the laity a great deal. As the process of decentralization 
goes on, the principle of freedom becomes more and more obvious. 
First the principle of freedom for the pope to deal with his bishops 
directly and not through the medium of a bureaucracy must be estab
lished. Then the same principle must be established concerning the 
priest in relation to his bishop and the same for the laity in relation to 
the clergy. All this is going to take an awfully long time. 

THE CHURCH AS COMMUNITY 

Father Diekmann: But don't you think, Father Murray, that these dis
cussions have another practical value for the people of the Church? 
Most Catholic people have come to regard the bishop as their "boss." 
He represents the Church for them. This also seems to be the way the 
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average bishop regards his own calling. He is in charge of a certain 
area, a certain territory. Now, perhaps for the first time, these discus
sions on the collegiality of the bishops are bringing about the realiza
tion that bishops have a responsibility to the Church universal. This 
idea is coming alive, first of all in the minds of the bishops themselves 
as well as others. There is an opening out to the needs of the Church 
which simply was not the normal procedure for the average diocese 
in the past. This very basic theological principle of responsibility to
ward the Church universal is now being established. Bishops of dio
ceses are beginning to realize they have a responsibility, shared by all 
their brother bishops, for the entire Church. 

This is one of the most important effects these discussions could 
have in American dioceses. Priests and people in a diocese will come 
to realize more fully that a diocese is not a self-enclosed, independent 
unity, subject through historical circumstances to parochialism, in the 
bad sense of that word. When the Catholic world captures this sense 
of collegiality a broader sense of responsibility will certainly become 
the normal part of the Christian experience. 

Father Weigel: Collegiality does bring home in ordinary language an 
insight which theologians who have thought about the matter have 
developed during the past thirty years. This insight includes a spiritual 
vision of the Church, and this vision indicates that the Church's power 
and strength is in the dwelling of the Holy Spirit. He works not only 
on individuals but likewise in an orderly fashion on the whole Church. 
His power, his direction, his holiness is rendered external in the 
Church by an in-built system of power. This power is resident in 
the Spirit and through the Spirit reaches out to the whole Church. 

This in-built system of power the council identifies with the epis
copacy. It is not only the power by which the pope rules the whole 
Church; it includes that. It is not simply the power of a bishop in his 
own diocese; it includes that, too. Both these seemingly distinct powers 
are one and the same. We call it simply the episcopacy. The bishop 
governs the local church; the episcopacy governs the Church universal. 
It is the action of the Holy Spirit on every Catholic. 

We also speak of the Church's magisterium, a big word which 
means the Church's teaching office. For some time this has been iden
tified only with the episcopacy. This is a mistake. Everyone teaches. 
My mother taught me. The sisters in grade school taught me. The 
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parish priest taught me. In fact, the bishop himself taught me very 
little. The whole Church is a teaching Church. The episcopacy directs 
and authenticates what is the right teaching either for the local church 
or the Church universal. 

Father Diekmann: Isn't this actually the great contribution of Cardinal 
Suenens' talk during the second session? His talk was not only one 
of the great talks of the Council but also, perhaps, the most ecumenical 
talk insofar as it was a recognition of the insight of the Protestant 
Reformation. The Cardinal spoke of the pneumatic Church, the 
Church in whom the Holy Spirit lives. This is the basic concept of 
the Church as presented in the New Testament. Only after this con
cept of the Church being guided by the Spirit is clear can you speak 
of a structuring of the Church, of a hierarchy, a clergy and a laity. 

Cardinal Suenens made this point clear and in so doing stated 
the recognition that Protestants were wrong insofar as they rejected the 
hierarchy, but that they did have a very important, clear insight into 
something which has been obscure for centuries. They always insisted 
on this pneumatic character of the Church, the Spirit guiding the 
Church in all its parts. I was thrilled by that speech. 

Father Kung: You know, of course, our whole vision of the Church 
takes into consideration only one dimension. It is like a human being 
who has only one eye and is unable to see the perspective or the pr~ 
fundity of the Church. We have only the present discussion on mini~ 
try, or hierarchy. But there is a much more profound and difficult 
discussion than this. Such a discussion would be one that deals with 
the Church's charismatic structure. This is much more important than 
the organizational aspect of the Church, even though as a Catholic 
I know this is absolutely essential for the Church. But it is a secondary 
thing in relation to what is ultimately important. Even for a member 
of the hierarchy, the important thing is whether or not he is really 
in the right spirit, that is, the Holy Spirit. This is the decisive factor in 
each man's life, be he bishop or barber. If he does not have this right 
spirit he will lose his soul; he will lose his Catholicity; he will lose 
everything. 

In heaven we will have no ministry or hierarchy. We will have no 
popes, no bishops, no priests. We will have only God who is all and in 
all. That means that the Church today already possesses what is said 
in Scripture, namely, the armor of the Spirit. This is the essential prin-
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ciple of the Church's life today which will, become fully revealed in 
eternity. The Spirit, then, is much more important than all the organi
zation, even though in this world we do need organization in the 
Church. 

Father Diekmann: Also, when we speak of the episcopacy as receiving 
the Holy Spirit, we must understand this in the context of the rite of 
episcopal consecration. The bishop receives the Spirit, not as if he him
self has a special right to this gift but insofar as he must now be the 
servant of the Spirit in this body of the Church where he is constituted 
a leader. All this must be seen as a ministry of the Spirit, with the 
Spirit ruling the whole body composed of bishop, clergy, and laity. 

Father Kung: That very notion makes the idea of collegiality much 
more comprehensible if we would use the word "community." Col
legiality is a very curious word; it is a legal term. It is too new. It is 
under suspicion because it is new. If we would use the word "com
munity" it would be clear that collegiality is not only proper to the 
episcopacy but is really an essential principle of the whole Church. If 
a parish is not a community, then it is really not what a parish should 
be. If a pastor and his assistants in the parish house are unable to 
form a community, then it is not truly a presbytery in the sense of the 
early Church. If a diocese is only an administrative unit and not a 
community, it is really not what a local church should be. If the 
Church universal is only an external organization and not really a 
community, it is not really what Jesus intended his apostles and dis
ciples to be. 

Father Diekmann: You know, in spite of all the weakness of the 
schema on the Church, it has certain strong virtues. One of these that 
struck me most of all is that any talk of monarchial hierarchy is com
pletely eliminated. The concept of the bishop is presented as pastor 
and pater, shepherd and father. These are magnificent terms. They 
involve the whole idea of charity and the power that comes from love. 

Father Weigel: I agree with you. But an even more fundamental thing 
for our day is that we are moving away from the notion that the struc
ture of the Church can only be expressed in legal terms. This was, 
after all, Pope John's idea in convoking the council. The actual decrees 
or constitutions that are written in this council will be important in
sofar as they stress this notion that the Church is an ontological reality 
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A Conversation at the Council: from left to right: the late Father Gustave 

Weigel, S./ .; Father Godfrey Dickmann, O.S.B.; Father Vincent Arthur 

Yzermans: Fath,.,. Tnhn r.ourtnev Murray, S./.; Father Hans Kung. 



Concdebration of Mass at the Panafrican Monastic Conference, Bouak_e, Ivory 

Coast: from left to right: Celebrant, Father Pierre Faye, O.C.S.O., chaplain 

of the Trappistine nuns, ParaJcou, Dahomey; Father Omer Bauer, O.S.B., master 

of ceremonies, Einsiedelrr., Switzerland, now maJcing a foundation at Mont Febe 

near Yaounde, Cameroun; Abbot Andre Lou/, O.C.S.0., Le Mont Des Cats, 

motherhouse of the Trappist monastery of Maromby, Malagasy Republic; Father 

Champetier de Ribu, O.S.B., prior of Keur Moussa Monastery near Dak_ar, Se11egal, 

a foundation of Solumes Abbey; Father fean Leclercq, 0 .S.B., Clairvaux Abbey, 

Luxembourg; Father Hydulphe Auberger, 0.S.B., prior of La Bouenza M011astery, 

Brazzaville, Congo, a foundation of La Pierre Qui Vire Abbey, France; Abbot 

Marie de Floris, O.S.B., of AIM ( Aide a L'implantation monastique en pays de 

mission); Father Denis Martin, O.S.B., prior of Toumliline Priory, Morocco. 



During the "Hane igitur" of the Mau each of the conce/ebrating priests 

at the Bouake Conference extended one hand over the oblation. 



At the Pa"'rfrican Conference of B<mak.e, 20-25 May 

1964, three Benedictine superiors of convents in 

R,vanda, Cameroun and the Malagasy Republic 

participate in the discussions. 

Monk. participants at the Bouak.e Coniference listen to a question from the 

floor. The three Benedictines at the table on the left are: Father Beaudouin 

Odenhove, O.S.B., prior of Gihinka Muyaga, Rwanda; Father Jean Marie 

Dechauet, O.S.B., author of Yoga for Christ and master of novices at Kau.reuia 

Monastery, Katanga Province, Congo; Father Champetier de Ribes, 

O.S.B., prior of Keur Moussa Monastery near Dakar, Senegal. 
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and not merely a legal organization. The emphasis on the Church as 
a living body, it seems to me, would have great influence in further 
discussions on the relations between the Church and civil society. 

CHURCH AN D SOCIETY 

Father Murray: Certainly in the past all relations between Church and 
state were conceived in juridical terms. At the South African Bishops' 
Conference somebody asked me about the books on public ecclesiastical 
law. Should they not, he asked, all be rewritten? I had to say yes. 
What you find in them has nothing to do with theology on the one 
side and politics in the high sense on the other. The problem of Church 
and society is an enormously complicated one, but it basically has to be 
conceived in terms of theology first and good political philosophy sec
ondly. The fact is that you do not find any good political philosophy 
in the books on public ecclesiastical law- at least I never found any. 

Father Weigel: The reason is that they are considering a political situ
ation which was long ago dead. 

Father Mur-ray : True, they have no concept of what the genuine nature 
of a political relationship is at all. They conceive it in a completely 
paternal fashion, a relation of father to child; or in an absolutist sense, 
a relation of ruler to subject. The notion of the citizen who is himself 
a bearer of political power - the so-called democratic development
has not got into the books on public ecclesiastical law. 

Father Kung: From the theological point of view I would even say 
the relation of Church to society was an egocentric view, the view of a 
man who is completely concentrated on himself. It has never been 
sufficiently thought out that the Church is really at the service of the 
world. Precisely, we have lost the concept of the universal plan of sal
vation. We are not capable of seeing that the Church has no goal for 
herself. The Church is a sign and a help to the world and not for 
herself. 

Father Weigel: The reason for this is the fact that the whole system 
of such thought derived from the time when Church and state had 
no meaning whatsoever. The notion of the state is a seventeenth cen
tury one. Most of these ecclesiastical laws derive from a period when 
there was no notion of society as we know it today. A society being 
controlled by a central legal authority was just not known. In those 
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days society was actually managed by a number of different organiza
tions and not all concerned the state. We have not measured up to the 
times we are now living in. We are still judging our situation accord
ing to norms of the past, and now we find that the present situation 
cannot possibly conform to these norms. 

Father Diekmann: Precisely because of that, Father Murray, might it 
not be better to avoid complications and misunderstandings and not 
use the phraseology of Church and state? 

Father Murray: Those very words are a terrible handicap in discussing 
this enormous problem. Pope Leo XIII did the best he could to break 
through, but he did not succeed. He tried to change the position of 
the problem by employing the terms "Church" and "human society." 
What happened, unfortunately, was that the best elements in his 
thought were distorted in the tradition of the manuals concerning ec
clesiastical law written in the nineteenth century. These books neatly 
figured it all out in the midst of a highly polemic situation when the 
Church was faced with laicism and consequently in the position of 
conflict with the world. That world was Europe at the time, a small 
world, and consequently the whole problem was completely distorted. 

Father Kung: However, the roots of the problem go back further than 
that. The first treatises concerning the Church, written about the year 
1300, were treatises of lawyers against the civil powers, specifically the 
particular quarrel between Pope Boniface VIII and King Philip IV of 
France. The treatment of the Church in these works was quite differ
ent from the view expressed by the early Fathers of the Church. 

THE ROLE OF THE LAITY 

Father Weigel: One of the major anachronisms of this council, show
ing that it is already out of date, is a group of bishops discussing the 
laity without their being present or consulted during the discussions. 
Monsignor George Higgins is quite right in advocating a greater voice 
for the laity. If it is the purpose of this council to develop the self
awareness of the Church as Pope Paul said, it is not possible for the 
bishops to discuss the self-awareness of the laity in the Church. No 
layman as yet has had a voice in the council and only to a very minor 
extent have the commissions given the layman a voice. The lay apos
tolate must be the result of the layman's own self-awareness of the 
Church, granting, of course, that he follows the guidance of the epis-
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copacy. This failure makes me think there is a time lag in the whole 
matter. 

Father Diekmann : This anachronism, as you say, Father Weigel, was 
very keenly felt in the Liturgical Commission. All of us in that prepara
tory commission were aware of the contradiction of a group of clerics 
deciding among ourselves exclusively the worship of God's people. Yet 
it is characteristic of the liturgical movement that it has in some ways 
tried to keep the rights and needs of the laity in mind. W c wanted 
laity on our commission and we did not presume to speak for the laity. 
This feeling has helped to make the constitution on the liturgy some
what successful. 

Father Mu"ay: To go back to this doctrine of collegiality, I believe 
that the bishops themselves do not really believe in it. I do not believe 
that they have any full consciousness of it, not to mention experience. 
The council, it is true, has opened up the possibility of acquiring this 
experience by the extraordinary manifestations of collegiality which 
the council itself presupposes. I fear, however, that the bishops will go 
back to their dioceses and, since the doctrine is not sustained by any 
genuine experience, it will die a-horning. 

Father Weigel: H owever, the bishops were never unaware that this 
episcopal college was something that Christ himself put into the 
Church. They did not know precisely what this episcopal unity meant, 
perhaps, but the bishops understood that they were rulers of more than 
their own little sections. 

Father Murray : But practice has shown that the individual bishop con
sidered his own vertical line to the Holy Father rather than anything 
like a horizontal line of unity with his fellow bishops in governing the 
Church. 

Father Kung: We have to distinguish between the sphere of theological 
reflection and the sphere of vital experience. Even if people did not 
realize exactly what collegiality meant on the level of theological re
flection, in the realm of vital experience there really always was a 
community of the episcopacy. 

THE CONSTITUTION ON THE SACRED LITURGY 

Father Murray: Of course, there always has been a certain sense of 
freemasonry among the bishops, just as there is among the clergy and 
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also among the laity. But I am not at all sure that this freemasonry is 
what is really meant by the theological doctrine of collegiality. The 
development of true collegiality in the United States, for instance, is 
going to be extremely difficult. In the matter of the liturgy, we are not 
going to have any uniform, even regional, much less national, liturgical 
reform before we are all long since dead. 

Father Diekmann: I am not so sure, Father. 

Father Kung: I also am not that sure. 

Father Diekmann: The episcopal liturgical commission in the United 
States, which was appointed in 1958, has not taken any decisive steps. 
Therefore, the bishops do not feel bound in any way. Of course, they 
were not really bound; but I mean to say, many of them ignored the 
suggestions that were made. Now, however, after the experience of the 
council and after the collegiality of the bishops will be declared. . . . 

Father Weigel: But not defined. 

Father Diekmann: Not defined, but nevertheless declared. I think this 
will actually bring about an organ by which the liturgy can be made a 
national movement. There will be so much pressure, so much good 
public sentiment, that each bishop will necessarily go along with the 
declarations of the body of bishops. 

Father K ung: The trend of the times is a great thing. The trend in 
the Church because of this council will make many good things which 
were not done before actually reach their fulfillment. 

THE ECUMENICAL TREND 

Father Weigel: An ecumenical trend became quite clear during the 
last year. There was no solid hostility to ecumenism in 1¢2, but neither 
was there enthusiasm. In 1962 the council publicly manifested, and 
without possible refutation, a great and deep interest in ecumenism. 
The bishops all over the world, and especially in the United States, 
upon returning home from the first session showed great favor for 
the ecumenical movement. The bishops introduced ecumenical meet
ings; they were anxious to found ecumenical institutes, and Protestants 
were speaking in Catholic church halls. All this was possible because 
of the council. It may seem a bit shallow, but nevertheless it hap
pened. 
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Father Kung: Perhaps we theologians are asking for too much deep 
reflection. The Church is not only thought. It is enough for a man, 
priest or layman, to experience what has to be done here and now 
even if he does not realize all the intellectual implications. If every
body would realize all the intellectual implications I am sure nobody 
would act. 

Father Weigel: There are very few theologians who are capable of ac
tion. Perhaps I am wrong, but we do not have to ask for too much 
reflection. We need the Holy Spirit. Complete understanding of an 
action inspired by the Spirit is not necessary. Often understanding 
comes only later. 

Father Kung: Precisely. In the matter of the liturgy it is not necessary 
for everybody to go through the same steps of historical research and 
fully understand the development of the Mass throughout the cen
turies. Of course, it would be very nice if it were done but it is not 
necessary. It is enough if they come to realize that this is what God 
is asking at this time and this is the manner to be followed in doing 
so. This would be a living experience, founded of course on historical 
research, even though all do not understand the intellectual steps of 
that research. 

Father Murray: I am sure, Father Ki.ing, that you do not wish to 
minimize the importance of intellectual research. 

Father Kung: Of course not. 

Father Murray: As long as action remains in the realm of conformity 
to fashion, the mood can change overnight. For instance, throughout 
the world expectations of the council have been built far too high. 
People are expecting too much and there is not going to be that much 
coming out of the council. It is a very slow growth. 

Father Weigel : They tell a very funny story that happened recently. 
When they were preparing for the Mass in commemoration of the 
anniversary of the election of Pope John, the roaster of ceremonies 
rushed in to the Secretariat of Unity's desk and wanted to know how 
many of the observers were going to receive communion. H e was 
most excited and the unity secretary said to him: "They arc not going 
to Communion." 

"Oh, yes," said the master of ceremonies, confusing the Protestant 
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observers with the Catholic lay auditors, "I was told last night that 
they are going. I want to know how many hosts to put on the paten." 

Overhearing this exchange, a photographer of _the council said: 
"Well! if they are going to Communion the council is ended I" The 
photographer was pretty sharp. 

Father Diekmann: Aren't we doing less than justice to the Holy 
Spirit by taking for granted that the ecumenical change that has taken 
place during the last year is nothing more than a matter of going along 
with what is fashionable? 

Father Weigel: I don't think so. 

Father Diekmann: I do think so. Basic to this whole ecumenical prob
lem in the United States is the unwillingness, let us say, of most 
Catholic priests to take seriously the Christian dedication of their 
Protestant minister brethren. This unwillingness is based on a com
pletely false understanding of what theology actually is. We have to 
a certain extent brushed aside Protestant ministers because our own 
theology was presented to us in manual fashion. We thought of it as 
a logical system so reasonable that anybody with any intelligence must 
see its logic. Therefore, many Catholic clerics concluded their Prot
estant brothers were either stupid or in bad faith. The very fact, then, 
that in one or two years' time this seriously talking theology with 
Protestant ministers has come about makes this change in outlook 
more than just a matter of fashion. Here too was the "new Pentecost" 
of which Pope John spoke. 

Father Weigel: I agree, Father Diekmann. But there was also some
thing else. While the clergy generally had this very narrow view, the 
people did not. The people never supposed, especially in a place like 
America where we are living with Protestants and Jews, that all these 
other people were condemned to hell. 

Father Diekmann: I know that. And the Catholic sense of faith was 
and is strong in the people. Therefore, the willingness manifested now 
to deal with Protestant ministers as equals in the sense of dedication 
to Christ means a real change of outlook. This is one of the most im
portant things that has happened to the Catholic Church in the United 
States. 

Father Kung: If you are inside the council and witness the· whole pro
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cedure there are many reasons for pessimism. However, the entire 
new trend is greater and stronger than the council. Events have borne 
out my original thesis that I stated even before the council opened. 
What has been stirred up in the Church by the convocation of the 
council is vastly more important than the council itself. As Cardinal 
Suenens said, this new ferment is the beginning of a new period in 
the life of the Church. 

Father Weigel: That is true. I was especially happy when Cardinal 
Suencns mentioned that someone else, Pope Paul perhaps, can make 
reality out of what Pope John saw intuitively. An example of this 
happened recently in the council. Instead of quoting St. Thomas, a 
bishop quoted Christian Skydsgaard, the Danish observer delegate of 
the Lutheran Church. I looked then at Dr. Skydsgaard, sitting next to 
me in the observers' tribune, and said: "Now it's not St. Thomas; mind 
you, it's Christian Skydsgaardl" 

Father Ki4ng: You know, several weeks ago I expressed a certain pes
simism. Although I might have a certain pessimism in the theological 
fidd, I am not pessimistic in the realm of reality. After all, that is where 
true progress is being made. 

Father Murray: If by the realm of reality you mean the run of the mill 
American, I am very skeptical. 

Father Weigel: I am not. 

Father Diekmann: I have great confidence in youth. 

Father Weigel: That is not the question. I am not completely sold on 
youth. 

Father Kung: Youth, you must remember, is not a question of years. 
The future of the Church is always in the bands of youth. 
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