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WHY is the connection between SJC and this Council something to investigate and write up? And, of course, 
WHY should anyone read it? First, Vatican 2, as it is more popularly labeled, was a very important, game-changing 
event in the life of the Catholic Church; and SJC is a Catholic college. Second, there is indeed a strong connec-
tion between what came out of Vatican 2, its texts, and the Core Curriculum that came to be the very heart of this 
College’s undergraduate curriculum.

The Church has just finished its celebrations of the fiftieth anniversary of the 1962 to 1965 sessions of this Council, 
and SJC is approaching its own fiftieth anniversary of the design and implementation of its Core program (1966 
to 1969). One purpose of this brief study is to show how the connections between Council and Core---the “two 
fifties”—are much more than simply chronological.

Introduction – What was Vatican 2?
Vatican 2 was the 21st ecumenical council held in the Catholic Church; the first one was held in AD 325 at Nicaea, 
just south of Constantinople. An ecumenical council is a gathering of Catholic bishops from all over the inhabited 
world (the “eikumene”). Between Nicaea, where the bishops began to put together the basic Creed of the Christian 
faith, and Vatican 2, some things have changed greatly, but other things have remained the same. On the one hand, 
the Creed at the time of Vatican 2 is the same as the Creed that issued from the Councils of Nicaea (325) and 
Constantinople I (381). On the other hand, Vatican 2 is the first council that can truthfully be called global or 
“ecumenical.”

Global is only one of several distinguishing features of Vatican 
2, but it definitely fulfilled that trait. There were Council 
Fathers (bishops, archbishops, cardinals, abbots, and heads of 
male religious orders) from 116 countries, thanks to jet travel. 
Fathers from European countries, who dominated previous 
councils, were down to 36%, and other regions of the globe 
began to gain their due representation: the Americas (34%), 
Asia (20%), and Africa (10%). Some of the observers of the 
Council termed this global aspect of Vatican 2 a sign of the 
emergence of the “periphery” of the Church to balance the 
previous dominance of the center (Rome itself ).

And Vatican 2 was not only global, it was huge! There were 
well over 2,000 Council Fathers who attended the sessions 
and cast their votes on the texts. There were 500 experts (periti) 
on hand to help formulate those texts. There were 100 guests 
from other Christian denominations present, and as a sign 
of importance in the 20th century, about 1,000 credentialed 
members from the media to keep the world informed about 
what was happening day by day.

If one reads the output from the twenty previous ecumenical councils, one is struck by their habitual concentration 
on condemning wrong or heretical ideas and proving how a different formulation was correct. Vatican 2 broke that 
habit. In his opening address to the very first assembling of the bishops for Vatican 2, Pope John XXIII spoke of the 
“need to replace the harsh medicine of condemnation with the medicine of mercy.” Even though there was the usual 
amount of calls for various condemnations in the preparatory materials for Vatican 2, the Council Fathers really 
listened to Pope John: there is not a single condemnation in the final texts from Vatican 2 (although individuals and 
groups tried to insert some even to the last days of the Council).
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The way the Fathers understood John XXIII’s goals for the Council made it into the first paragraph of the document 
on the Liturgy:

The sacred council has set out to impart an ever increasing vigor to the Christian lives of the faithful; to 
adapt more closely to the needs of our age those institutions which are subject to change; to encourage 
whatever can promote the union of all who believe in Christ; to strengthen whatever serves to call all of 
humanity into the church’s fold. (SC, #1)

In the way they operated during the Council, the bishops did their adapting and updating (aggiornamento) by means 
of a particularly apt theological method (ressourcement). Basically this means that they brought things up to date by 
going back to the Scriptural and Patristic sources of Christian faith in the early centuries. This process was based on 
the suspicions and proofs that practices and understandings had gone off track in the intervening centuries.

Vatican 2 was a conversion event for many bishops, a significant change in perspective, a re-centering of priorities 
and basic insights. One of the best examples of this can be found in what Bishop Albino Luciani (who would be 
elected Pope John Paul I) said about his Council experience:

Everything I learned at the Gregorian [the Jesuit university in Rome] is useless now. I have to become a 
student again. I have an African bishop as a neighbor in the bleachers in the council hall who gives me the 
texts of the experts of the German bishops. That way I can better prepare myself.

This comment from Bishop Luciani highlights the impact of a seemingly unimportant decision with regard to the 
seating of the Fathers in Saint Peter’s. They were not allowed to seat themselves in their national groups, that is, with 
their “home” group, but were seated in order of seniority in the episcopacy internationally. This meant that they were 
forced to form new peer groups, which helped, as evidenced in the case of Luciani, to ease their way into new ways 
of looking at things.
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What did the Council produce?
Vatican 2 produced sixteen documents, some long (120 pages), some short (6 pages); but its productivity was far 
larger than most other councils. In fact, Vatican 2 produced 32% of the total output of all twenty-one councils, 
counting lines of text. Four of those sixteen documents are judged to be of key authority in the Council. They are 
called “constitutions,” in that they constitute the authority of Vatican 2. They are also named by the 1985 Synod of 
Bishops as guidelines to the interpretation of the other twelve texts from the Council, meaning that those other 
documents may add some details to a topic, but they are always to be interpreted in ways that agree with one or the 
other of the four constitutions.

Rather than simply list the four constitutions, I want to present them in a way that makes their relations to one 
another clear. The initiative belongs to God, so Revelation (Dei verbum, or DV) is the starting point. God reveals 
Godself, not a list of propositions to be believed. The response of people is Liturgy: acts of faith and worship 
(Sacrosantcum concilium, or SC). The life of the Church (Lumen gentium, or LG) begins with that exchange between 
a loving, revealing God and a believing, worshipping people. The developing life of the Church, however, sends it on 
mission to the world of this time and all times (Gaudium et spes, or GS). Other texts work out many details of the life 
and mission of the Church, but as said above their basic meaning is set up by these four constitutions.

There is another helpful guide to the interpretation of the Vatican 2 documents. The basic sense of any text is defined 
by “what the authors intended to say and what their readers understood.” In that regard, the basic communications 
“triad” can be helpful. Starting with the writers’ side of this triangle, how the text was edited is an excellent guide 
to intended meaning: the relationship between version deleted and version inserted shows the writers’ purpose (a 
couple thousand writers, in our case). Readers have the advantage of playing one text against another to come up 
with a good interpretation, keeping in mind all the time that the constitutions are the trump cards. But Vatican 2 
has sometimes left the meaning up to the readers to determine. This happened when the Fathers did not judge that 
an issue could be clearly settled at the time of their writing; theology develops throughout time, so not all questions 
can be clearly answered at one given moment. In such cases, the Fathers would put both positions in their text and 
let history sort it out. More than that, these “juxtapositions” of clashing statements are an invitation to the readers 
to carry the discussion on to conclusion. A good example is the text on the Liturgy (SC) which calls for both Latin 
and the vernaculars in the liturgy. (History resolved that one quickly!)

Writers and readers are connected by means of the third side or point of the triad—the texts. This is the extraordi-
nary part for Vatican 2. We already said that there are no condemnations in Vatican 2; the rhetoric is not judgmental 
but hortatory. The texts describe ideal people or situations rather than condemn what is bad. These are not arguments 

to be won but ideals to persuade readers by 
their attractiveness. The vocabulary is posi-
tive, collaborative, open to learning, dialogical, 
even humble. You can see a whole different 
set of values shining through the language of 
Vatican 2! More simply, the very structure of a 
text may occasionally make a clear statement, 
as when LG puts the chapter on the People of 
God before the chapter on the Hierarchy. This 
is a clear endorsement of a whole new image 
of the Church, which we will look at in detail 
in the next section.

There is one final anecdote to relate, with 
thanks to Fr. Timothy McFarland, C.PP.S., 
Ph.D., before we get into the close analysis of 
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the key points made in the four Constitutions. The first session of the Council (October to November, 1962) expe-
rienced some seriously critical moments, particularly when the Council Fathers rejected the drafts given to them 
for two of the four Constitutions (“Revelation” [DV] and “The Church”[LG]) and demanded complete rewrites. 
“The Fathers are not doing the right thing,” said the officials of the Curia. “The Fathers too have the Holy Spirit,” 
answered Pope John. There were concerns and worries on all sides: Were things getting out of control? Will docu-
ments for the Constitutions ever be agreed upon? How can two-thirds majorities be achieved with so many different 
opinions in conflict with each other?

Pope John prayed. Actually, on January 4, 1963 he went into Rome to the church of Santa Maria in Trevi to pray 
for the success of the Council at the tomb of the “Apostle of the Most Precious Blood,” Saint Gaspar del Bufalo. 
Saint Gaspar was also the Founder of a religious congregation, The Missionaries of the Precious Blood (C.PP.S.), 
the group which established and still sponsors Saint Joseph’s College in Rensselaer, Indiana. Thus, there is an inter-
personal link between the Council and this College.

KEY CONTENT of the FOUR CONSTITUTIONS
What I will try to do in this section is give readers the most important teachings contained in each of these 
Constitutions from the Council, whether they represent new ideas or are re-emphasis on ideas from the earliest 
years of Christianity. I will also provide references to the numbered paragraphs of the documents themselves where 
more complete development of these teachings can be found. All my quotations from Vatican 2 documents are taken 
from the highly recommended translations organized by Austin Flannery, O.P. and printed by Costello Publishing 
Company of Northport, New York in 1996.

The Dogmatic Constitution on DIVINE REVELATION  
[Dei verbum, DV, The Word of God]
Revelation is God’s self-communication to humanity by means of both deeds and words [2, 6]. The Old Testament 
and the New Testament function as records of those communications. The Scriptures then are God’s messages put 
into human words [12, 13]. The message is God’s, but every word in the Scriptures is a human word and is thus 
caught up in the cultural and historical development of things human. DV compares this incarnation of God’s mes-
sage in human words to the Incarnation of the Son of God in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.

There is one source of revelation, God’s self-communication, that over time develops into two streams, the written 
records (Scripture) and the understanding of them from actual living of them (Tradition). Both of these living 
streams of revelation develop deeper understanding over the years, and the whole People of God (all the baptized) 
contributes to this growth of understanding [8, 9, 10].

Scripture is inspired by God and is without error with regard to the truths of salvation [11]. The basic meaning, the 
literal meaning of Scripture, is defined as what the author intended to say and what the hearers/readers understood 
[12]. This meaning takes effort to grasp, because these texts were written centuries ago, in a different land, and within 
a different culture. The intended meaning is the meaning “back then” in time/place/culture and requires some serious 
study to bring it into our here and now.

The Older Testament is still of lasting value as the “Word of God”—as Christians respond to the OT readings in 
their contemporary services—and it is salvific for Jews [14]. The Newer Testament went through 30 to 60 years of 
meditating on and discussing the words of Jesus before being written down; so the Church produced the NT and 
not the other way around (as it is for us). “The sacred authors… selected… synthesized or explained… but always 
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in a fashion that they have told us the authentic truth about Jesus” [19]. They acted as true authors, bringing their 
own perspectives and purposes to the task of proclaiming the message of Jesus in a way that responded to the needs 
of their different audiences. Thus they gave Christianity four distinct, complementary, and true portraits of Jesus.

All members of the People of God, not only clerics and religious, are encouraged to study the Scriptures, to meditate 
on them, and to make them a prominent aspect of their living of faith [22].

The Constitution on the SACRED LITURGY 
[Sacrosanctum concilium, SC]
This Constitution was the best prepared of all the texts from Vatican 2, because many theologians and liturgists, 
especially monks of Saint Benedict, had been working on reform of the liturgy since the early 1900s. In many ways, 
their procedure was to revive and restore liturgical practices of the early church and purify current practices of the 
off-on-a-tangent peculiarities of the intervening centuries. The best example of this comes in the very beginning 
of SC. In medieval times the Mass was primarily seen as a commemoration of the death of Jesus, accompanied by 
art and music that went overboard in portraying the horrors of the crucifixion and burial. Vatican 2 went to great 
lengths to restore the Mass and the Liturgy as implanting the faithful in the full Paschal Mystery of the death and 
resurrection of Jesus. Through Baptism and the Eucharist, the baptized not only die to sin with Jesus but rise to the 
new life He gained through the resurrection [5, 6].

The Liturgy is both the source and the summit of the Church’s life [10]. The baptized are joined to Christ the Priest 
in offering these sacred actions [7, 48]. There is a new emphasis in the celebration of Mass, the presence of Jesus in 
the Liturgy of the Word (the readings from Scripture).
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The goal of any and all of the reforms in the Liturgy is participation of the People of God in these sacred actions—
“full, conscious, and active participation” [14]. All of the baptized offer the Mass [48]. Many changes in the Mass are 
mandated to promote this participation [48-58]. As far as the language of the Liturgy is concerned, SC juxtaposes 
two conflicting courses of action: keep the Latin and introduce the vernaculars [36, 54]. It took just two or three 
years for the Church to resolve that ambiguity in favor of the vernacular.

Finally, with respect to the new consciousness of the global span of the People of God, and all the diversity involved in 
that, the Council legitimates adaptations of the Liturgy to different cultures and settings: “unity without uniformity” [37].

The Dogmatic Constitution on THE CHURCH 
[Lumen gentium, A Light to the Peoples, LG]
The Church is a visible institution, but more profoundly, a mystery (chapter 1). It is introduced as a sacrament, a sign 
and a cause of communion with God and of the unity of the entire human race [1]. Three names for the Church, 
linked to the Persons of the Trinity, are explored in this first chapter. With respect to the Father, the ancient name 
of People of God from the Older Testament is introduced as the preferred Vatican 2 name [2]. For the Son, the 
proposal is the Kingdom of God already present in the world [3]. Poured out on Pentecost, the Spirit dwells in the 
faithful as in a Temple [4]. Though there are dozens of other names and symbols of the Church in Scripture, Vatican 
2 synthesizes the range of names in this manner: the universal church is “a people made one by the unity of the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit” [4].

THE key statement in LG: “The one and only Church of Christ… continues to exist in the catholic church, 
although many elements of sanctification and truth are found outside its visible confines” [8].

The People of God is constituted by Baptism in Christ Jesus; therefore the “People” includes all the faithful: laity, 
priests, religious, bishops, and the Bishop of Rome [9]. All of the baptized share in the three offices of Christ. As 
priests, they make their lives and the world holy [11]. As prophets, they teach the faith and do so infallibly through 
an anointing of the Spirit: their “sense of the faith” [12]. And as kings, they take responsibility to serve in various 
tasks in the Church and in the world [12].

Fully incorporated in the Church are the bap-
tized who are in union with the Roman Pontiff 
[14]. Others who are baptized in Christ with-
out union with Peter are still somehow joined 
to the Church [15]. Related to the Church are 
those who have not yet accepted Christ ( Jews 
and Muslims) [16]. Those who seek God with 
a sincere heart, moved by grace, and those who 
simply strive to lead a good life in agreement 
with conscience will also not be denied God’s 
help toward salvation [16]. All humankind is 
called, because God wills the salvation of all 
people, a universal salvific will.

The Hierarchy (chapter 3) takes second place 
to the People of God (chapter 2) in Lumen 
gentium. The clear intent of the Council here 
is to replace the previous vertical pyramid 

Courtesy of the Catholic Moment
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model of the Church—with the Pope at the apex, followed in descending order by bishops, priests, religious, and 
finally laity at the bottom—with a more horizontal model of a global communion of particular churches in union 
with the Bishop of Rome, Peter. Chapter 3 does present a new picture of diocesan bishops; they are Vicars of 
Christ in their own dioceses, not simply representatives of the Pope. They are successors to the Apostles [20] and 
are ordained to the fullness of the priesthood [21]. The local bishops collectively form a College with the Bishop of 
Rome as its Head, as the Apostles formed a College under Peter [19, 20, 21].

The laity are the baptized, purely and simply; they have a vocation special to them, namely to establish the Kingdom 
of God in the temporal world [31]. Some of the baptized are called to ordination or to profession of vows, but those 
are additions and take nothing away from laity. Lay people have their mission in the Church and in the world—to 
be its leaven [31] and its salt [33]; this mission comes directly from Baptism and not via an invitation from the 
Hierarchy. Moreover, the laity along with all of the baptized are called to one and the same holiness [39]. There is 
no inequality in the Church of Christ [32].

The rejection of the vertical hierarchical pyramid as the model of the Church is one of the principal achievements 
of Vatican 2. The horizontal communion model, the People of God model that replaces it, offers more scripturally 
attuned roles for laity, bishops, and Pope to fulfill.

The Pastoral Constitution: The CHURCH in the WORLD
[Gaudium et spes, GS]
Gaudium et spes is the longest of the documents from Vatican 2, and it was the very last one to be approved, the day 
before the closing ceremony of the Council. It is also the only Constitution to be developed within the Council itself, 
since the other three grew out of pre-conciliar drafts. GS, then, comes to us as the fruit of four years of maturation 
of the reflections and insights of the Council Fathers.

GS can be authentically interpreted as the practical implementation of the Constitution on the Church (LG). 
The Church in “The World of Today” exists to continue the mission of Jesus Christ. In the synagogue at Nazareth 

(Luke 4), Jesus announced that the Kingdom 
of God is already present in the world in an 
initial fashion through His very presence and 
mission. This Kingdom is destined to grow 
and advance (the “mustard seed”) until it 
reaches its consummation only at the End-
Time (not yet). The People of God, therefore, 
are called to continue the mission of Christ 
and to contribute to the transformation of 
this world into the Kingdom of God--for all 
humankind.

The term “world” gave the Fathers a great 
deal of trouble in the course of writing GS. 
The word is ambivalent in Sacred Scripture: 
on the one hand, it’s a source of danger and 
opposition to the work of Christ; on the other, 
it’s God’s good creation and is so loved by 
God that He sends His only Son to die for 
it. The theological synthesis reached in GS is 
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complex. The world, the theater of human history, is created good by God’s love, fallen into bondage to sin, freed by 
Christ’s death and resurrection, and now called to be fashioned anew into the Kingdom of God.

The method recommended in GS for accomplishing this transformation of the world is Pope John’s method of 
reading “the signs of the times,” namely discovering what the Spirit is trying to accomplish in the world of women 
and men at any given time. This calls for an alliance between theology and the full range of human/social/natural 
sciences and philosophy. It’s the method of open and honest dialogue. Pope Francis calls it taking on “the smell of 
the sheep.” The net result, in both metaphors, is that the Church is able to bring the light of the Gospel to bear on 
urgent human problems [GS 3].

This final text begins with an affirmation of solidarity between the Church and the human family; they share the 
same “joys and hopes… grief and anguish” [GS 1]. This broad assertion is then followed by some specific apprais-
als of the condition of the world of humans “today.” It’s a new age of humanity, one of great progress and one in 
which human beings are beginning to gain a modicum of control over their own destiny. But it is also a world of 
great imbalances—freedom and slavery, riches and acute poverty—and the Church has the light and wisdom of the 
Gospel with which to lead humanity in tackling these issues that confront us [10, 11].

Part One of GS presents what is called a “Christian Anthropology,” that is, an understanding of the meaning of 
human life from the point of view of the Gospels. It begins with the basic fact about humans in the Book of Genesis, 
the creation of all human beings in the image of God [12]. The essential traits of human beings consist of intellect 
that transcends the world of the senses [15]; conscience, “people’s most secret core, where they are alone with God” 
[16]; and genuine freedom [17]. The dignity of each and every human being, rooted in creation to the image of 
God, is brought to a level “beyond compare” by the Incarnation of the Son of God. Jesus is the perfect human being, 
and this is the basis of a truly Christian Humanism. Paragraph 22 in GS is a masterpiece presentation of this new 
Humanism.

God created human beings as social beings, not solitaries. Covenant (OT) and Church (NT) are the God-provided 
means of salvation. What is new about this today is that the common good has assumed a global extent, and the 
challenge to achieve equal human dignity has a universal dimension in a much more practical way than ever con-
ceived of in the past [27-29]. The culmination of this is seen in the Gospel assertion that Christians cannot love or 
worship God without loving and treating with justice their fellow human beings [32]. 

A third element in this Christian Anthropology is that the Scriptures make it clear that human activity has a mean-
ing-full role to play in the plan of God: human activity is “a prolongation of the work of the Creator” [34]. Moreover, 
“earthly progress… is of vital concern to the Kingdom of God,” which is a kingdom of justice, love, and peace [39].

In summary, then, Part One of GS has provided three clear principles for guiding action within the vision of this 
new Christian Humanism. First, all actions and structures must respect the equal and universal human dignity [41]. 
Second, the unity of the whole human family is in harmony with the Church’s deepest nature as a “sacrament… 
of communion with God and of the unity of the entire human race” [42]. Finally, “because of our faith we are all 
the more bound to fulfill these [our earthly] responsibilities.” In fact, “Christians who shirk their temporal duties… 
neglect God Himself, and endanger their eternal salvation” [43]. Then Part One closes with the reminder from LG 
that it is the special vocation of the laity to build the Kingdom of God in the City of Man [45].

Part Two applies the principles drawn from the Christian Anthropology in Part One to “some more urgent prob-
lems deeply affecting the human race” [46]. The Dignity of Marriage is one such problem area, with many ways in 
which married love is dishonored. The Church insists newly again on the nobility of married love, elevated as it is 
to the dignity of a Sacrament [49]. With all of the controversy over contraception and birth control, the Council 
Fathers refused to rank the purposes of marriage other than equally, stating that “marriage was not instituted solely 
for the procreation of children,” and that “mutual love of the partners” is an equally ranked purpose. Moreover, the 
Council leaves it to the well informed consciences of the parents to decide on the number of their children [51, 87].
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In discussing the proper development of culture, the first point to recognize is that culture is produced by human 
beings who are therefore responsible for its effects and consequences. “We are witnessing the birth of a new human-
ism, where people are defined before all else by their responsibility to their sisters and brothers” [55]. As mentioned 
in Part One, Christians are called not to a lesser, but to a greater commitment to work for the establishment “of a 
more human world,” one in which structures and actions are aimed at development of the whole person and of all 
persons [57, 59]. Accomplishing this calls for maintaining open lines of communication between theology and the 
many disciplines and sciences people of today use to make sense of human experience [62].

Economic life is supposed to be at the service of all members of a social group, if justice is to be attained [64], but 
today there are extreme inequalities [66]. While always endorsing the right to private property, for what it can con-
tribute to human autonomy and freedom, the Church has also continuously maintained that “private property has 
a social dimension which is based on the law of the common destination of earthly goods” [71]. Concretely, “suffi-
ciency” of the earth’s goods, to which everyone has a right, is defined by the needs of one’s brothers and sisters [69].

The Political Community exists for the common good [74]. Today, this common good has taken on global dimen-
sions, which results in a great degree of diversity of different points of view on the organization of worldly affairs 
[75]. Vatican 2 recognizes the legitimacy of this diversity even as part of God’s plan, and it further postulates that the 
“political community and the Church are autonomous and independent of each other in their own fields.” However, 
the Church also claims the right “to pass moral judgments even in matters relating to politics, whenever the funda-
mental human rights or the salvation of souls requires it” [76].

In discussing the human quest for peace, the Council Fathers had to time and again turn down requests to issue 
condemnations of Communism and its atheistic beliefs. The reason for refusing to do this is based on the deeper 
commitment to dialogue, to reach whatever common ground might be achieved with contrary positions. This was 
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the outlook of Pope John XXIII as it is with Pope Francis now. Peace in the world has to come from the reign of 
justice among peoples [78]. In this regard, the very existence of nuclear weapons and the escalating arms race among 
nations constitute a curse upon current efforts at peace [80, 81]. Vatican 2 repeats the statements of John XXIII and 
Paul VI that “the establishment of a universally acknowledged public authority with the effective power to ensure 
security for all, regard for justice, and respect for law” is the right way to move forward in achieving the global com-
mon good [83, 84]. The Council ends by developing a set of four norms for both developing and affluent nations to 
follow in the quest for mutual development and international justice [86].

Conclusions
The proposals of Vatican 2 as summarized at the end of GS, are addressed to all people, believers in God or not, 
who are committed to “fashion a world better suited to the surpassing dignity of humanity” [91]. Catholics and all 
baptized Christians, both of them members of the People of God, should cultivate their own unity in continuing 
the mission of Jesus in the world, for “the more this unity is realized in truth and love under the powerful impulse 
of the Holy Spirit, the more will it be a harbinger of unity and peace throughout the whole world” [92]. The People 
of God are committed to serve the human family, excluding no one who respects outstanding human values. With 
Jesus, we can do no better than to serve the people of this age ever more generously [93].

Bringing Vatican 2 “Home” to SJC
To appreciate the influence of Vatican 2 on Saint Joseph’s College, particularly in regard to the College’s Core 
Curriculum, I will have to put some very recent College publications in discussion with the four Constitutions from 
the Council that we just summarized. The following three publications deal with the privileged role that a general 
education program fulfills in making the Mission Statement of the institution a real and “live” actor in the under-
graduate curriculum:

A 2009 booklet, A United Endeavor, done in union with The Association of Catholic Colleges and 
Universities, pages 5-16.

Judgments of Quality, result of a joint project with the Association for General and Liberal Studies in 2013, 
pages 20-21 and 25-32.

A 2014 “Memoir” that I did on the development of Core, page 3.

A fourth booklet was sponsored by the SJC Board of Trustees in 2005—Who Are We? What Do We Stand For?—that 
presents essays on the College Mission by Bishop Higi, Father Timothy McFarland, C.PP.S., and John Nichols. 
Pages 19-21 from this booklet will be just slightly reworked for the second part of this section.

Influence from the Past
There are four points of comparison to make here. The first one deals with the very design or structure of the Core 
Curriculum. In an analogue to the seating arrangement in Saint Peter’s that set up Bishop Luciani’s “conversion 
experience,” SJC structured its Core program back in 1969 as a true Core. Higher education researchers define that 
as the very rare general education program in which all students take exactly the same courses, ideally during all 
eight semesters. What this structure makes possible, at first glance, is attention to the College’s Mission Statement 
during the whole undergraduate experience—and with all students.
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Probing more deeply, we encounter the very fundamental Vatican 2 idea and value of communio, this Council’s 
replacement for the previously reigning concept of a hierarchical pyramid as the essential model of the Church. So 
many emphatic assertions from Vatican 2 are based on communion: the very notion of the People of God, collegial-
ity of bishops, participation in the liturgy, collaboration with all people of good will in building a better world. What 
the Core designers had in mind was a program that constituted a common academic experience for all students and 
for as many of the faculty as possible—an academic community as viewed through Vatican 2 eyes. Years of research 
and “big data” have led to seemingly robust judgments that this is the only type of general education that can be 
claimed to have strong impact on student growth and development; the far more dominant distributional models are 
too dispersed to have big impact. So, educational theory and Vatican 2 ecclesiology have joined in recommending 
the “true core” approach at SJC.

The Missionaries of the Precious Blood, the religious congregation that founded and still sponsors SJC, very point-
edly assert that they are a community made one, not through the profession of vows, but through bonds of charity; 
so there is another living link to communio. In the years since the beginning of Core in 1969, this true Core set-up 
has engendered very different and distinctive relationships between faculty and faculty (team-teaching instead of 
“silos”), between faculty and students (master learner vs. dispenser of all wisdom), and also among students them-
selves (a huge common fund of learning). Community is indeed powerful.

The second influence is no less powerful. The opening lines of Gaudium et spes introduce the Christian Humanism of 
Vatican 2; “Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find an echo in the hearts [of the followers of Christ]” [#1]. The 
Christian anthropology that is developed in the four chapters of Part One of GS was adopted and still reigns as the 
overarching worldview of the Core Curriculum and the ultimate source of its values. “Theology is Anthropology” at 
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first sounds offensive to pious ears, but as developed in Part One from a basis in creation in the image of God to its 
unanticipated elevation in dignity “beyond compare” in paragraph 22—it simply staggers the mind: the Son of God 
“has truly been made one of us.” So, Christian Humanism has two major claims: on the one hand, Jesus is the “perfect 
man,” and on the other, “He who sees me sees the Father!” Yes, Theology is Anthropology, due to the Incarnation.

Christian Humanism is brought into the SJC Mission three different times. More importantly, it figures in many 
readings and lectures, and assignments in Core, most notably in two capstone assignments in the senior year. In Core 
9, students do a major integrative paper that is each individual’s “Christian Humanist Manifesto.” Then in the very last 
semester of Core, students do a seminar research paper on some ethical issue in the contemporary world from the point 
of view of Christian Humanist values. For many students, this research paper and oral presentation offers an opportu-
nity to join together what they have done in their major with what they have learned in Core. The outcome is very well 
expressed in Pledge #1 attached to the College Mission: “To form graduates who are competent professionals, capable 
of assuming leadership roles in the world, who will embody Gospel values in their personal lives and professional 
careers, thus integrating human, professional, scientific, and technical enterprises with religious values” [cf. GS 43].

The third influence is more explicitly academic, though with the by-now accustomed theme of community. Of 
course the idea here is interdisciplinary and integrative teaching and learning. This has clearly been part of the 
Catholic Intellectual Tradition for centuries, celebrating as it does the compatibility of faith and reason, so confi-
dent that truth cannot be contrary to truth. Cardinal Newman’s paradigm for liberal education requires students to 
“live among practitioners of all the disciplines” and for these disciplines to complete, correct, and balance and then 
to respect, support, and aid one another in the search for truth and in the development of the mind. The Christian 
Anthropology in GS continues this tradition in calling for close collaboration between theology and the other 
disciplines [#62] that deepen our understanding of what it means to be human and how to build a world more in 
keeping with the dignity of the human person. By 1998, the SJC Mission expressed all this in borrowing words from 
Ex corde [#5] with which to specify the excellence in liberal education that is the essence of College Mission as “the 
united endeavor of intelligence and faith [that] will enable people to come to the full measure of their humanity.”
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The fourth influence gets down to the level of curriculum planning. Some of the key concepts from the aggiorna-
mento practiced at Vatican 2 have had and still have a heavy role to play in Core. As Father Schillebeeckx claimed, 
historicity was a new way of looking at teachings and practices that was given full attention in Vatican 2. In our 
curriculum, we have also learned to be sensitive to historical and cultural context, in order to seek deeper insights 
and better formulations [DV 8]. And with Rahner, we have learned to search out the global scope of ideas, in fact 
to appreciate what the Spirit has done elsewhere, in search of the true and holy in broader guises [LG 16]. We 
like the repeated assertion in Vatican 2 texts that diversity is richness and not defect, as it was in a Platonic worl-
dview. And in all of the foregoing, we try to remember that both dialogue and proclamation are required in these 
searches; fidelity requires both witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and openness to the Spirit in other voices 
around the world.

As astute as they are, the foregoing, as opinions of individuals, do not measure up to the collegial statement from 
the 1985 Synod of Bishops. Their statement was that the central and fundamental idea of Vatican 2 was communio 

(koinwniα). The idea of the Church universal 
as fundamentally a communion of particular 
churches replaced the hierarchical pyramid in 
all the Council texts, even in the chapter on 
the Hierarchy in LG. The Church, more pre-
cisely, is principally manifested in the People 
of God gathered to celebrate Eucharist with 
each and all participating in their proper roles. 
The Fathers cited this statement from Pope 
St. Leo the Great as the deep meaning of such 
a koinonia: “The Eucharist transforms us into 
that which we receive” [LG 26].

A Task for the Future
Pope John Paul II, from his years of experience as a philosophy professor in Poland, has gifted the Church with 
genuinely inspiring and challenging letters on Catholic higher education: Ex corde ecclesiae (1990) and Fides et ratio 
(1993). In both of these documents, the assertion is made that the Catholic college is in the unique position in the 
contemporary intellectual world of being able to tie together all the knowledge that humanity gains:

I wish to reaffirm strongly the conviction that the human being can come to a unified and organic vision of 
knowledge. This is one of the tasks which Christian thought will have to take up through the next millennium 
of the Christian era. The segmentation of knowledge, with its splintered approach to consequent fragmenta-
tion of meaning, keeps people today from coming to interior unity. How could the Church not be concerned 
by this? It is the Gospel which imposes the sapiential task (to integrate knowledge). [Fides et ratio, #85]

The primary goal of the Core Program at Saint Joseph’s College is to integrate: integrate what all these different 
disciplines can tell us about humanity, the world, and God; integrate what goes on in Core with what students 
learn in their majors; and integrate academic growth and development with the programs in Student Life. To what 
purpose? We should cite the full sentence from which we have excerpted the “united endeavor” expression in the 
College Mission Statement:

Catholic universities…are called to explore courageously the riches of revelation and nature so that the 
united endeavor of intelligence and faith will enable people to come to the full measure of their humanity, 
created in the image and likeness of God, renewed even more marvelously after sin in Christ, and called to 
shine forth in the light of the Spirit. [Ex corde, #5]
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The preliminary condition of integration, however, is dialogue, and as we have learned from centuries of ecumenical 
projects, dialogue often begins in confrontation and disagreement. To paraphrase what Einstein said about simplify-
ing, “Integrate as much as possible, but no more than that!” Sometimes, that is, we encounter theories and positions 
that resist integration. Yet the challenge is still to continue the dialogue. Pope John Paul saw the Catholic college as 
the forum in which faith enters into frank, open, and sustained dialogue with contemporary culture 

By its very nature, a university develops culture… It is open to all human experience and is ready to dialogue 
with and learn from any culture. A Catholic university shares in this, offering the rich experience of the 
Church’s own culture. In addition, a Catholic university, aware that human culture is open to revelation and 
transcendence, is also a primary and privileged place for a fruitful dialogue between the Gospel and culture. 
[Ex corde, #43]

Because science advances, history marches on, and the world changes, bringing faith and the Gospel into dialogue 
with contemporary culture must mean continuously drawing forth from the Scriptures, Christian traditions, the 
Magisterium, and an intense liturgical life, fuller and deeper meaning. As some Italian bishops said at the time of 
Vatican 2, “Non basta conservare!” It is not enough simply to conserve or preserve. Theology too, as the “science of 
faith,” and especially a local theology sensitive to context, creates new knowledge, new insights, and new connections.

It is remarkable, upon reflection, how the faculty at Saint Joseph’s College anticipated what the Pope wrote in Ex 
corde and Fides et ratio. The Core Curriculum, its goals and modes of operating, were invented, after all, in the 1970s 
and 1980s, under the inspiration of the 1960s documents from Vatican 2, that is, well before John Paul’s 1990s texts. 
We do in our academic programming exactly what is called for by the papal texts we’ve been citing. In fact, our Core 
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Curriculum actually forces faculty and students to do all that! More precisely, this is our goal, our vision of under-
graduate education, and we acknowledge that we are “pilgrims” on this quest, just as the whole Church is. We strive 
to do better, sometimes failing to achieve our aspirations, but also learning how to do ever better.

Nonetheless, a dream begins to take shape—seemingly immodest, yet based on the facts. Much of what is contained 
in the documents from Vatican 2 matured in Catholic colleges and universities well before the Council was con-
vened. The Church does its thinking in these institutions, and this serious faith-related thinking led to the decrees 
of Vatican 2. Therefore, here at Saint Joseph’s we might very well take as one of the desired outcomes of the dialogue 
between Gospel and culture that we conduct all through our academic programs, the preparation of a modest con-
tribution to Vatican Three!

ENVOI: Preparation for VATICAN THREE
Produce an Yves Congar? A Karl Rahner? Possible (e,g., Robert Schreiter, C.PP.S., Class of 1969), but that’s not the 
essential point. THE point of Vatican 2 is to educate all members of the People of God—women, men, lay, clerics—
to be willing and able to become what they are called and empowered to be by virtue of their Baptism.

The ressourcement practiced in Vatican 2 calls for some adjustment of perceptions. In our normal view, a man becomes 
a priest, and then a few of them get promoted to the office of bishop. But in the development of ministry in NT times 
bishops came first, and in LG bishops still come first. By their episcopal consecration they are endowed with “the 
fullness of the sacrament of Orders” [LG 21]. As the Church grew, priests and deacons evolved to aid the local bishop 
in serving the local People of God. The bishop serves the local church as a Vicar of Christ (who came to serve every-
one), and the priests assist the bishop, thereby participating in the ministerial priesthood and its service to the people.

Now there is also the priesthood that comes from Baptism. All baptized women and men share in the priesthood 
of Christ from Baptism. They offer sacrifice (sacrum facere; i.e., “make holy”) with the ministerial priests at Eucharist 
and also make holy aspects of daily life by means of spiritual and corporal works of mercy. Clerics nourish the 
charisms of the People of God by preaching the Word of God and by offering the Eucharist and celebrating the 
other Sacraments [LG 10]. To summarize, all baptized Christians are called into the priestly work of offering their 
lives as spiritual sacrifice, all are called to be hearers and proclaimers of the Word, and all are called to work for the 
coming of God’s reign.

The Church exists not for itself but for the purpose of building the Kingdom of God on Earth. To that mission are 
called all the faithful, called to be a leaven that transforms the world from within [GS 40]. When LG and GS speak 
about “the special vocation of the laity,” the intention is not to attribute something to the laity that religious and 
clerics do not have. Rather, the intent is to describe the typical situation of laity or the location of activity typical to 
the lay members of the People of God. But it is truly each and all of the People of God who are called, together, to 
build the Kingdom—each according to her or his proper vocation [GS 43].

Many years ago I had the privilege of teaching two years of high school math to a fine young man named Ramon 
Estevez. In later years Ramon became vastly better known as Martin Sheen. Marty (or Ray, as we called him back in 
Dayton, Ohio) was arrested a few times in the course of participating in demonstrations on behalf of homeless peo-
ple in L.A. A reporter asked him: “What are you—a Communist or something?’ His answer was brief and powerful: 
“No, something far more dangerous. I’m a Catholic!” (A post-Vatican 2 species of Catholic actually.)

The charisms from Baptism call for ordinary Christians “to carry out their earthly activity in such a way as to inte-
grate human, domestic, professional, scientific, and technical enterprises with religious values” [GS 43]. Laity, with 
all the People of God, are no longer silent and blindly obedient, but are empowered to take initiative, have courage, 
and live their conviction.
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Now that is a contribution from Vatican 2 to Vatican 3 that we can make at Saint Joseph’s College—with a faculty 
similarly educated and motivated—by means of study and practice of the Christian Humanism that reigns over and 
through our Core Curriculum!

TRANSFORMATIONS: A brick sculpture in the Core Education Center
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MISSION STATEMENT
Saint Joseph’s College

Saint Joseph’s College (Indiana), a Catholic college founded and sponsored by the Missionaries of the 
Precious Blood, pledges itself to a tradition of excellence and to a liberal education that is a united 
endeavor of intelligence and faith. [Cf. Ex corde ecclesiae, #5.]

The College places exceptional emphasis on the education of the whole person. Its nationally known 
Core Curriculum complements up-to-date career preparation in the major. These programs enrich and 
are enriched by programs of spiritual growth, student development, and athletics.

The College actively seeks a diverse student body composed of men and women of all races, creeds, 
and socio-economic backgrounds who can thrive academically, spiritually, and socially in this inclusive 
community.

To fulfill this Mission, the College pledges:

1) To form graduates who are competent professionals, capable of assuming leadership roles 
in the world, who will embody Gospel values in their personal lives and professional careers, 
thus integrating human, professional, scientific, and technical enterprises with religious 
values. [Cf. GS 43.]

2) To conduct the Core Curriculum and, through it, all College programs within the 
conceptual framework and value commitments of the Christian Humanism that is rooted 
in our Judaeo-Christian and Graeco-Roman traditions and inspired by the Second Vatican 
Council.

3) To give witness in a special way, in all aspects of campus life, academically and 
existentially, to the Christian Humanist values of justice and love and its commitment to 
human solidarity and interdependence on national and global levels.

4) To add to the emphasis to educate the whole student—intellectually, physically, socially, 
and spiritually—an abiding concern to provide personalized and individualized care.

5) To steward all the resources of the College in truth and justice, with the ultimate aim of 
achieving sustainability.

6) To extend personal and professional services as Church and public need may require.

Board of Trustees original approval (April 17, 1998)
Most recent revision by the Board (November 5, 2015)
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