ۣۧۗۨ۠ێڷۘ۠ۦۣە
ۍێەۛҖۦۣۘۛۙғۦۖۡٷۗ۠ۧғٷۢۦ۩ۣ۞ҖҖۃۤۨۨۜ
ẢẺẽặắΝẺặẴếẴẮẾڷۦۣۚڷ۪ۧۙۗۦۙۧڷ۠ٷۣۢۨۘۘۆ
ۙۦۙۜڷ۟ۗ۠Өڷۃۧۨۦۙ۠ٷڷ۠ٷۡٮ
ۙۦۙۜڷ۟ۗ۠Өڷۃۣۧۢۨۤۦۗۧۖ۩ۑ
ۙۦۙۜڷ۟ۗ۠Өڷۃۧۨۢۦۤۙۦڷ۠ٷۗۦۣۙۡۡӨ
ۙۦۙۜڷ۟ۗ۠Өڷۃڷۙۧ۩ڷۣۚڷۧۡۦۙے

ۣۢۨۗۢ۩ٯڷۘۢٷڷۙۦ۩ۨۗ۩ۦۨۑڷۃۣۧۗۨ۠ێڷۢٷۗۨٷ۔
ۺۜۤۦ۩یڷғﯥڷۧۗۢٷۦٯ
ۂҢҢڷҒڷھۀҢڷۤۤڷۃۀۀۂڽڷۺ۠۩ЂڷҖڷۀڼڷۙ۩ۧۧٲڷҖڷڿھڷۙۡ۩ۣ۠۔ڷҖڷۣۧۗۨ۠ێڷۘ۠ۦۣە
ڽڽڼھڷۺ۠۩Ђڷہڽڷۃۣۙۢ۠ۢڷۘۙۜۧ۠ۖ۩ێڷۃڼڼڽڼڽڼھҖۀڼڿھғڼڽڷۃٲۍө

ۂۀۂہڽڼڼڼڽۀہہڿۀڼڼۑٵۨۗٷۦۨۧۖٷۛҖۦۣۘۛۙғۦۖۡٷۗ۠ۧғٷۢۦ۩ۣ۞ҖҖۃۤۨۨۜڷۃۙ۠ۗۨۦٷڷۧۜۨڷۣۨڷ۟ۢۋ
ۃۙ۠ۗۨۦٷڷۧۜۨڷۙۨۗڷۣۨڷۣ۫ٱ
ۃۣۧۗۨ۠ێڷۘ۠ۦۣەڷۣۢғۨۗۢ۩ٯڷۘۢٷڷۙۦ۩ۨۗ۩ۦۨۑڷۃۣۧۗۨ۠ێڷۢٷۗۨٷ۔ڷғۀۀۀۂڽڿڷۺۜۤۦ۩یڷғﯥڷۧۗۢٷۦٯ
ڼڼڽڼڽڼھҖۀڼڿھғڼڽۃۣۘڷۂҒҢҢھۀҢڷۤۤڷۃڿھ
ۙۦۙۜڷ۟ۗ۠Өڷۃڷۣۧۢۧۧۡۦۙێڷۨۧۙ۩ۥۙې

ҢڽڼھڷۦۤۆڷہھڷۣۢڷھڽھғڿҢھғھھڽғہھڽڷۃۧۧۙۦۘۘٷڷێٲڷۃۍێەۛҖۦۣۘۛۙғۦۖۡٷۗ۠ۧғٷۢۦ۩ۣ۞ҖҖۃۤۨۨۜڷۣۡۦۚڷۘۙۘٷۣۣ۠ۢ۫ө

VATICAN POLITICS:
STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION
By FRANCIS X. MURPHY

AS a political component of the contemporary world, the Catholic
JL\. Church plays an important if ambivalent role in international
affairs. On February 25, 1971, in Moscow, Archbishop Agostino Casaroli, head of the Vatican's bureau of Public Affairs, affixed the signature
of the Holy See to the ratification of the International Treaty Limiting
the Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons. That same day, in London and
Washington, the respective Apostolic Delegates to England and the
United States signed identical documents. The participation of papal
representatives in this international agreement raises a number of
queries in the political order, not the least of which is the fundamental
problem regarding the nature of the papacy as a sovereignty. No other
religious institution in the modern world functions as both a church
and a political organization that exchanges diplomatic representatives
and claims total recognition as an independent member of the community of nations.1
Although its founder had said explicitly, "My Kingdom is not of
this world" (Jn. 18. 36.), the Catholic Church is unquestionably one
institution in today's world with an authentic tradition that reaches
back through well over fifteen hundred years of political activity. Few
contemporary institutions have been more intimately—and none more
continuously—involved in the political order.
It is obvious that the Catholic Church, along with most other contemporary political institutions, is undergoing a rapid internal revolution. A key to the understanding of this phenomenon was supplied by
Pope John XXIII's call for an aggiornamento or updating of the
Church's structures and functions in keeping with "the signs of the
times." Its basic plan was hammered out during the four sessions of
Vatican Council II (1962-1965), when the Church's bishops, theologians, and lay experts formulated a series of sixteen documents that described the church ad intra (in its inner constitution) and ad extra
(in its confrontation with the outside world). This conciliar development was essentially the suggestion of the Belgian cardinal, Leon Josef
Suenens, and represented the mind of Pope John as to the direction
1

Lassa F. L. Oppenheim and Hersh Lauterpacht, International Law, I, 8th ed. (London 1955), 234; Josef L. Kunz, The Changing Law of Nations (Columbus, Ohio 1968),
276-89.
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in which he wanted the Council to progress. It was supported by John's
successor, first as Cardinal Giovanni Battista Montini of Milan and
then as Pope Paul VI, when he replaced John as the Supreme Pontiff
of the Catholic Church on June 23, 1963.
Vatican Council II introduced changes into the structure and function of the Catholic Church which are substantial both in that institution's inner self-image and its activities in contemporary society. A
plenitude of theological monographs and studies have been devoted to
the sixteen constitutions and decrees promulgated by the Council.2
A considerable literature concerned with its practical effects has grown
up in the wake of the Council.3 Comparatively little attempt has been
made to analyze the significance of the Church's new political orientation. In this article I furnish a prolegomenon for that task.
I
Vatican authorities have been careful not to base the Church's claim
to international sovereignty on the independent status of Vatican City
State. Concordats and international agreements with other nations are
signed by a representative of the pope as supreme pastor of the Catholic
Church, the recognized religious leader of some half billion faithful
scattered over the world. This concept of the sovereignty of the Holy
See is spelled out in the Lateran Treaty of 1929, signed by the Italian
Government and the papal Secretary of State, bringing an end to the
so-called "Roman Question" which resulted from the suppression of
the pope's temporal sovereignty over tlie Papal States by the Piedmontese Government in 1870. In protest, the popes had declared themselves
prisoners of the Vatican, would not acknowledge the legitimacy of
the Italian Government, and refused the recognition of papal independence and financial compensation passed by the Italian Parliament
as the Law of Guarantees in 1871.
The Lateran Treaty of 1929 embodied the main financial and political provisions of the Law of Guarantees and recognized the sovereignty of the pope as supreme pastor of the Holy See as well as his
independence as ruler of Vatican City State. Despite the ambiguity involved, a clear distinction was made between the pope's two positions.
In international relations, the Roman pontiffs have insisted that their
sovereignty is constituted by the Church's traditional and universal
2
Walter Abbot and Joseph Gallager, The Documents of Vatican Council II (New
York 1966); Xavier Rynne, Vatican Council Two (New York 1968).
3
Peter Nichols, The Politics of the Vatican (New York 1968); Jean Chevalier, La
politique du Vatican (Paris 1969); Carlo Falconi, The Popes in the Twentieth Century, trans, by M. Grindrod (Boston 1967).
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character. On this basis, popes exchange ambassadors with independent
states, participate in international affairs, and on occasion attempt to
serve as mediators in disputes between states.
Juridical foundation for this concept is supplied by the theory that
the Church forms a societas perjecta, defined as an institution capable
of maintaining its complete welfare in its own order and, by right,
disposing of all the means to achieve that aim. It is therefore self-sufficient and autonomous. It is this status that is recognized by the Lateran
Treaty and reinforced by the Holy See's declaration of intent to remain
outside any territorial competition, characterizing itself a neutral State.4
As a consequence of this declaration, the neutrality of the Vatican
City State has been acknowledged in the international order, particularly during World War II, when Vatican diplomats and church officials were accorded free access to the Holy See by both Axis and Allied
governments.5
The concept of the societas perjecta had been developed out of the
natural law theories popularized by Puffendorf and the Protestant
champions of civil rights in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
mainly in controversy with Catholic kings and princes. By an inevitable
process, the Catholic Church absorbed the notion as applied to the international order and has become its champion in the contemporary
world. This development was given classic expression in Cardinal Alfredo Ottaviani's lnstitutiones juris publici ecclesiae (Institutes of the
Public Law of the Church), the fourth edition of which was published
in i960, on the eve of Vatican Council II.6
II
At once ideological and pragmatic, the Vatican's political activity is
conducted by the pope through the Secretary of State and the Council
for the Public Affairs of the Church. The separation of these two offices
was part of a vast reorganization of the Roman Curia or papal administrative bureaucracy, begun by Pope Paul even before the end of
Vatican Council II. On December 7, 1965, he published a motu proprio,
or rescript, abolishing the Supreme Congregation of the Holy Office
with its inquisitional apparatus, and creating the new Congregation
4

Lateran Treaty, Art. 25, paras. 1 and 2.
Roberto Ago, "Occupazione bellica dell'Italia e Trattato Lateranese," Communicazione e Studi, II (Milan 1964); J. Puente Egidio, Personalidad Internacional de la
Ciudad del Vaticano (Madrid 1965).
6
J. Puente Egidio maintains that Vatican City is not a true state, since it cannot
guarantee its own independence. It is, however, subject to international territorial law
with a limited juridical capacity created to serve another subject, viz. the Holy See.
Ibid., 12, 99, 103. Cf. H. Wagnon, Concordats et droit international (Gembloux 1935),
56-635
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for the Doctrine of the Faith. This move was in keeping with his sensitivity to the criticism of which the old Holy Office was the object during the Council. However, consistent with Pope Paul's gradualistic
methods, he retained Cardinal Ottaviani as prefect of the new Congregation, keeping most of Ottaviani's staff. Thus, despite the new
structure and rules limiting the competence of this bureau to matters
of doctrine and discipline, its members continued to interfere in the
activities of other branches of the Church's central government. They
based their right to do so on the Congregation's prerogative to exercise
vigilance over matters of faith and morals, including, in their viewpoint, the Church's political involvement.
Meanwhile, the pope effectuated a reform of all the Vatican bureaus
with a series of rescripts, beginning with Ecclesiae sanctae (August 6,
1966), which partially restructured the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, and Catholicam Christi ecclesiam, which constituted
the Council of the Laity and the Commission for Justice and Peace.
In pursuit of a policy to internationalize the membership of the Curia,
Pro comperto sane, of August 6, 1967, he appointed diocesan bishops
as voting members of the various curial Congregations and foreshadowed the introduction of non-Italian cardinals as prefects of the curial
Congregations. Finally, on August 17, 1967, the apostolic constitution,
Regimini ecclesiae universae, followed by the Regolamento generale
della curia romana on October 22, brought about a complete reorientation of the pope's administrative offices, which are now structured
under the general term of the Papal Household.7
These documents changed the names of the papal administrative
bureaus and opened the way for an internationalization of their personnel. This process was begun with the substitution of the Yugoslav
cardinal, Franjo Seper, for Alfredo Ottaviani as prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in January 1968, and was completed with the elevation of the French cardinal, Jean Villot, as Secretary of State on April 30, 1969. To eliminate internal conflicts between
the curial Congregations, the pope appointed the Secretary of State as
coordinator of the papal administrative bureaus and directed that a
monthly meeting be held under the Secretary's auspices. He thus settled a long-standing conflict regarding supremacy of influence, particularly between the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and
the Secretary of State.
Among the internal reforms that Pope Paul introduced were the
T

Cf. Nicolo del Re, La curia romana, 3rd ed. (Rome 1971); I. Gordon, "De curia
romana renovata," Periodica de re morali, canonica, liturgica, LVIII (1969), 59-116;
Charles Pichon, Le Vatican. Hier et aujourd'hui, 3rd ed. (Paris 1968).

546

WORLD POLITICS

abolition of the old papal aristocracy and a gradual toning down of
the renaissance ritual that accompanied the pope on ceremonial occasions. Of greater import was the abolishment of the system of racotnmandazione, whereby the incumbent of a lower office asserted his prescriptive right to the position above him and asked powerful prelates
to appeal to the pope in his behalf. With Regimini ecclesiae, Paul legislated that office holders in the papal household were appointed for five
years; did not have a right to promotion or reappointment; and on the
pope's demise, lost title to their office entirely. He strongly recommended that incoming popes should not appoint curial officials until
after they had been in office for three months. Finally, in December
1970, on the eve of his departure for the Far East, Paul eliminated from
participation in a papal election all cardinals upon arrival at their
eightieth birthday, compelling them at the same time to surrender all
ecclesiastical offices.8
Ill
One of the primary achievements of Vatican Council II was a revolutionary change in the Church's self-image, aimed at introducing a
radical reorientation of its activities. In the first two chapters of its
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, the Second Vatican Council
simply ignored the juridical approach, refusing to define the institution
other than in the words of the New Testament, where it is referred to
as a "mystery," the "coming of the kingdom of God," and the "people
of God."
The third chapter of this document describes the hierarchical order
of the Church's governance, repeating the declaration of the pope's
supremacy in the rulership of the Church and his infallibility in defining matters of faith and morals as proclaimed by Vatican Council I
in 1870. But it modifies the concept of papal rule by associating the bishops with and under the pope as sharing the governance of the Universal Church. In recognition of this adjustment, Pope Paul VI inaugurated a series of Synods of Bishops, wherein elected representatives of
the Conferences of Bishops from all over the world would meet with
the pontiff and his staff to discuss the Church's policies. Synods were
held in 1967,1969, and 1971, and a permanent secretariat with revolving
membership was established in Rome to supervise the implementation
of the previous Synod and prepare the agenda for the coming one.
Although critics have thus far considered it as more or less a rubberstamp assembly, the Roman Synod gives promise of developing a ma8
Motu proprio: Ingravescentem aetatem, November 21, 1970; see Gustav Thils,
"New Light on Papal Elections," The Tablet, ccxxv (February 20, 1971), 190-91.
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chinery whereby overall policy making for the Church will gradually
be fully shared between the pope and the bishops who govern dioceses,
rather than being under the control of the administrative offices of
the Roman Curia.9
Agitation for a more representative process of papal election had been
spearheaded by Cardinal Suenens, who, together with Pope Paul (then
still Cardinal Montini), had been the architect of John's vision of the
Council's aims and procedures. Nevertheless, the two prelates now
disagreed publicly on the Church's current structure. In a famous interview with the press in May 1969, Cardinal Suenens called for a
reorganization of the method of papal elections, suggesting that coresponsibility for the Church's universal welfare, when shared with the
bishops, would be better expressed if the papal electors were chosen
by Episcopal Conferences. At the same time, Suenens called for a
total reordering of the idea of papal diplomatic activity, criticizing the
apostolic nuncios and delegates for attempting to exercise undue influence in the countries to which they were accredited.10
Suenens' thesis was rejected by both the pope and the Roman Curia
and an attempt was made, in a document dealing with papal diplomatic
actions, to justify the presence of these representatives of the Vatican
as in some way a pastoral activity.11 The move to give these ecclesiastical
diplomatic functions a theological basis has not been accepted by most
experts; nevertheless, the apparatus of papal diplomatic exchanges with
sovereign states has actually been expanding.12 Most new nations, upon
achieving independence, seek the Holy See's recognition. Likewise, in
regulating the Church's position in countries with difficult or persecutory regimes, the papal nuncio still proves to be a most important instrument: as an accredited diplomat he has direct access to heads of
government. For instance, the papal nuncio in Senegal several years
ago successfully interceded with national authorities in nearby African
countries for several Protestant bodies whose representatives were simply not recognized by these states.13
The Church's attitude vis-a-vis the social, economic, moral, and po9
Francis Murphy and Gary MacEoin, Synod 6y: A New Sound in Rome (Milwaukee
1968); Rene Laurentin, Enjeu du He Synode et Contestation dans I'Eglise (Paris 1969).
10
Leon Josef Suenens, Co-responsabilite dans I'Eglise (Paris 1968); Josef de Broucker, he dossier Suenens (Paris 1970).
11
Motu proprio: De muneribus legatorum, June 24, 1969.
12
L'Annuario Pontificio, /073 (Citta del Vaticano) lists 75 ambassadors accredited
to the Holy See; 59 papal nuncios or pro-nuncios with diplomatic status; 16 apostolic
delegates without diplomatic representation; and 9 representatives accredited to international organizations. See Henri de Riedmatten, "The Part Played by the Holy
See in International Organizations," Concilium, vm (1970), 74-93.
18
Cf. Discourse of Archbishop Giovanni Benelli (English edition), L'Osservatore
Romano, March 8, 1972.
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litical problems of today's world is justified in the assertion by recent
pontiffs that "the Church is not identified with any one culture . . . it
is ready to enter into relations with all cultures. . . ."" Though this
principle is frequently reiterated, there is little comprehension of its
full significance among most clerics and observant laity. Although
Vatican Council II has justified the notion of pluralism in the explanation of Church teaching and discipline, change in both these
spheres still shocks a majority of its prelates and faithful. Thus far,
no ecclesiastical critic has made an attempt to lay down a theory regarding the development involved in a major change in policy that was
forced upon the Church by the circumstances and pressures of a new
age.
In general, when faced with new or evolving social, economic, ethical, and political problems, the pope and the bishops, functioning as
the Magisterium or teaching authority of the Church, tend to adopt a
conservative stand based upon the reassertion of traditional values and
disciplinary decisions. Nevertheless, despite the continuity claimed for
its teachings—Pope Paul VI is fond of asserting that "the Church is
consistent with itself—the Church has frequently changed its explanation as well as its attitude in most areas of its theological and
disciplinary interests.15
Actual change is accomplished by a process that can be best referred
to as "reverse English." When, due to the reflection of its theologians,
or the attitude of its faithful who arc confronted with diverse metaphysical, political, social, or philosophical patterns, the Church is about
to accept a change in doctrinal explanation or disciplinary directive,
the whole of tradition seems to draw itself up and, with saeva indignatio, to refuse to acknowledge the possibility of change. With the
publication of a papal or episcopal document that expresses a refusal
to budge on the issue, an unwitting acknowledgement is made of the
fact that the turnabout is already in process. This mechanism is observable more particularly in the political order; but it is not to be
discounted in the doctrinal and disciplinary fields, especially when such
teachings cross with political attitudes.
In its Pastoral Constitution on the Church in Today's World, Vati14
Pope Pius XII, Vous avez voulu: Address to the Tenth International Congress of
Historians, September 7, 1955.
15
Catholic manuals of Dogmatic and Moral Theology employ the proposition method, setting out a thesis to be proved from the Sacred Scriptures, reason, natural law,
and the opinions of theologians, as well as definitive statements of Councils and the
Holy See. Even in the interpretations of propositions considered infallible or at least
irreformable, a wide variety of opinion exists, in keeping with traditions based on the
schools of theology favored by Dominicans, Franciscans, Jesuits, etc.
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can Council II gave recognition to a substantial number of such changes
in the political order. It called first of all for a complete reorientation
of the Church's attitude in confronting the vast mutations brought
about by the scientific, medical, political, and economic revolutions that
have created the contemporary world in its capitalist, Communist, Socialist, and underdeveloped manifestations.
Dealing with the Church's involvement in politics, this document
maintained: "It is in full accord with human nature that juridicalpolitical structures should, with ever better success and without any
discrimination, afford all their citizens the chance to participate freely
and actively in establishing the constitutional bases of a political community, governing the state, determining the scope and purpose of various institutions, and choosing leaders."16 This sentence conflicts with
the distrust of democracy that found favor in so many areas of Catholic
thought throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, not
excluding papal teaching.17 In keeping with the ideological turnabout,
the Council said: "Christians should recognize that various legitimate
though conflicting views can be held concerning the regulation of temporal affairs. . . . They should respect their fellow citizens when they
promote such views honorably even by group action." This is of course
a far cry from the dictum of the ancien Holy Office that "error has no
rights." The new approach is a direct consequence of the teaching of
Pope John in Pacem in Terris where, without the slightest bow to former adverse policies, that pontiff said: "One must never confuse error
and the person who errs, even when there is question of error or inadequate knowledge in the moral or religious field. The person who errs
always.. . retains his dignity as a human person."
Approaching the substantial problem of relations between Church
and state, the Council asserted that the Church must in no way be confused with the political community or bound to any political system.
Calling for a basic respect and cooperation between the two entities
that deal with the social and personal vocations of the same human
beings, the Council stated that the Church's primary function in the
18

Pastoral Constitution on the Church in Today's World, chap. 75. This document
is designated by the opening words, Gaudium et Spes [Joy and Hope].
17
Between 1881 and 1890, Pope Leo XIII published four encyclicals on the relation
between Church and society, the most important of which was Immortale Dei (November 1, 1885). In these he confirmed the condemnation of secular liberalism and
democracy by his predecessors, but spoke of a legitimate liberty while urging Catholics to accept existing political institutions for the common good. The prejudice
against democracy can be traced to Thomas Aquinas' De regimine principum, 1.2,
where he opts for monarchy as the best type of government in keeping with Aristotelian analysis. See Yves Simon, Philosophy of Democratic Government (Chicago
1951).
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political order is to "contribute to the wider application of justice and
charity within and between nations."18
Acknowledging that the Church engages in secular activities to the
degree that her own proper mission demands, the Council asserted that
it "does not lodge its hope in privileges conferred by civil authority.
Indeed, it stands ready to renounce the exercise of certain legitimately
acquired rights if it becomes clear that their use raises doubt about the
sincerity of its witness or that new conditions of life demand other
arrangements." With that sentence, the Council showed itself ready to
sweep away more than a thousand years of history in which the Church
claimed the prerogative of privileged treatment based on "divine
right."19
IV
In 1929, shortly after having signed the Lateran Treaty, Pius XI declared himself ready to confront the devil if it were necessary for the
good of the Church or the salvation of souls. The key to Pius XI's
world vision is furnished by two encyclicals, Ubi arcano Dei (December 23, 1922), and Quas primus (December 23, 1925). In the first, the
pontiff outlined the status of the Church as "a perfect society, supreme
in its own order." In so doing, he was echoing the tradition of a millennium as clarified by Leo XIII (1878-1903). In Quas primus, with
which he established the Feast of Christ the King, the pontiff described
the rulership of Christ in the world. As Carlo Falconi remarks, "with
inexorable logic, Pius unravels all the consequences of the principality
of the Redeemer over not merely Catholics but all mankind, including
nations and societies."20 As Christ's vicar, the pope felt authorized to
secure from every country the greatest possible number of concessions
and privileges for the Church. This conviction explains his predilection
for concordats in which he tried to achieve absolute independence for
the local Church's ecclesiastical administration, religious teaching, and
matrimonial legislation, as well as the economic security of its institutions. In pursuing these objectives, Pius felt authorized to use whatever
political methods were at hand. He thus entered agreements with the
Fascist government of Mussolini to secure recognition of the Holy
See's international independence, and with the Nazi regime of Hitler
to protect the rights of Catholics in the Third Reich. Without openly
repudiating these agreements, Vatican Council II urged the Church to
18

Gaudium et Spes (fn. 16), chaps. 75 and 76; Pacem in Terns
chap. 158.
19
Gaudium et Spes (fn. 16), chap. 76.
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be wary of liaisons with governments, no matter what political policies they favored.21
Anthony Rhodes appraises Pius XI correctly as a pontiff totally conscious of his "divine right" as the vicar of Christ, imperious in his attitudes, demanding total obedience of his subjects, and absolute deference
to his assertions of the Church's rights in the secular sphere.22 Rhodes's
book is a defense of the policies of both Pius XI and Pius XII. He
admits that Pius XFs belief—that a series of concordats with the dictators would promote the Church's apostolic activity more effectively
—was, on the whole, mistaken. Yet, he insists that the Holy See actually
supported the republics in both France and Spain during the early
1930's; did not give its approval to the Italian campaign in Abyssinia;
sought to the best of its ability to protect the Jews against Nazi and
Fascist annihilation, and condemned these and the Soviet ideologies,
while acting with supreme prudence to preserve absolute neutrality
during World War II. This judgment goes counter, of course, to the
majority of appraisals dealing with the so-called "silence of Pius XII"
in the face of the Nazi atrocities and his crusading activities against the
spread of communism.23
Whatever be the final judgment of history in these pragmatic matters, it was Pius XII who, in his speech to the Tenth International
Congress of Historians (Rome, September 1955), recognized the inappropriateness of the papal claim to sovereignty over civil society
that Pius XI had put forth. Asking that the Church be judged in accordance with its own self-vision, Pius XII admitted that the claim of
papal supremacy in the political order—asserted by Boniface VIII in
1302—was unsustainable, but pointed to the logic of that development
in accord with the nature of the society in which it took place. At the
same time, he referred to new developments in relations between religion and the state, exemplified by the situation of the Church in the
21
der Zeit ( M u n i c h
See Oswald v. Nell-Breuning, "Octogesimo A n n o , " Stimmen
1971), 289-96, w h o describes t h e genesis of t h e encyclical on the social order published
by Pius X I in 1931, w h i c h played a crucial role in Catholic social t h o u g h t a n d action
d o w n to John XXIII. B r e u n i n g confesses to a certain naivete o n his o w n a n d t h e
pontiffs part in regard to the deeper aspects of m a n y of the issues in b o t h t h e political
and economic order.
22
Rhodes, The Vatican in the Age of the Dictators, ^22-1945
( N e w Y o r k 1973),
211-19.
23
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York 1964), as well as the documented studies by Guenter Lewy, The Catholic Church
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United States, as possibly indicating a truly viable solution to an admittedly complicated problem.
It is here that the greatness of Pope John XXIII can be perceived.
In his apparently naive desire "to restore the Church to the simple form
it possessed when it left the hands of Christ, its founder," there was a
revolutionary cutting through the political morass of centuries. John
did not deny the right of the Church to operate in the political milieu.
But he saw its function much more in the nature of a pacifying force,
inspiring men and peoples to search for development and peace. This
stance both Vatican Council II and Pope Paul have tried to embody
in carrying out the Johannine ideal.
Paul's activities in reaching agreements with the Communist countries of the West and his comprehension of the need for a new orientation of the Church in Asia, Africa, and other parts of the world are
remarkable developments of political thinking and activity. They are
bound to have repercussions in all spheres of ecclesiastical and international interests. At the same time, his encouragement to national episcopal conferences to achieve independence from secular governmental
interference in predominantly Catholic countries is contributing further to a total revision of the Church's political orientation. This is
certainly the case in Spain, where the Episcopal Conference has explicitly demanded a revision of the concordat between die government
and the Holy See aimed at cancelling the ruler's prerogative to have a
part in the appointment of the residential bishops; and in Eire, where
the hierarchy has shown itself amenable to the removal from the constitution of articles designating that country as a specifically Catholic
state.

Underlying the Holy See's new political approach is the acceptance
of democracy not merely in the secular world, but within the structure
of the Church, a notion that was anathema to both the Syllabus of Errors of Pius IX in 1864 and the condemnation of Modernism by Pius X
in 1907. What was actually condemned was the concept that equated
democracy with the notion that authority had its root and foundation
in the people as such, thus denying St. Paul's assertion that "all authority is from God." Of deeper concern, however, was the notion of democracy as settling issues of truth or fact by popular vote. In an organization claiming to possess absolute truth in the spiritual order, it is
easy to understand that it would likewise claim to possess superior intelligence in the application of that truth to the obligations of mankind
in the secular order. It is precisely this attitude that is now disputed
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by many of the Church's thinkers when faced with a world whose primary interest is earthbound as a result of the noetic revolution of the
last two centuries.
Both the Syllabus of Errors and the Anti-Modernist Encyclical had
repudiated the notion that the Church should "pay attention to the
signs of the times." Yet it was explicitly this latter notion of paying
attention to the signs of the times that became the keynote of Pope
John's opening discourse to the Council, and of the reorientation of
the Church's thinking in both its Dogmatic and Pastoral Constitutions.
In that same opening allocution, John purposefully departed from
tradition by announcing the fact that "whereas in the past the Church
had acted with severity, that approach was no longer necessary."
This announcement guaranteed freedom of debate among conciliar
participants. But it had a further reverberation in the political order
by effectively defeating the repeated attempts of conservative prelates
—particularly those representing constituencies in exile from Communist persecution, such as the Ukrainian—to have communism condemned by the Council.24
The delicacy of this situation is highlighted by the history of the
Vatican's relations with Soviet Russia. They range from efforts to arrange a modus vivendi during the early years of the revolution, through
the attempt to annihilate religion in the late 1920's and the Stalin persecutions of the 1930's, to the condemnation by Pius XI in his encyclical, Divini Redemptoris, of 1937 (popularly referred to as "On Atheistic
Communism"). In that statement, the pontiff declared communism
to be totally incompatible with the Christian philosophy. His dictum
served as basis for the practical prohibition against Catholics' cooperating with Communists in any fashion, which was promulgated by the
old Holy Office in a decree of i949.!5
Almost from the start of his reign in 1958, Pope John recognized the
need for a change in the Church's approach to the Communist countries. As he prepared for the inauguration of the Council, he authorized
a sounding-out of the Orthodox Church authorities concerning their
interest in sending official observers to the Council. The Russian Church
leaders used this occasion to circumvent the authority of the Greek
Patriarch, Athanagoras—the ostensible head of all the Orthodox
Churches—by dispatching observers without informing him, thus dis24

Rynne (fn. 2 ) , 475-81, 552-55.
Aimed at the Italian political scene, this decree was ignored by a large proportion
of the Catholic electorate, but was used in China to destroy a possible reconciliation between the N e w People's Republic and the Church. It was likewise employed in capitalist countries as a pretext by Catholics who failed to get involved in correcting the
social and economic evils on which communism was feeding.
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concerting that ecumenically minded churchman who had refrained
from accepting the Vatican's invitation in deference to the Russians'
apparent intransigence. Nevertheless, the Vatican accepted the fait
accompli, and proceeded with plans to welcome the other Orthodox
observers when they arrived.26
During the final year of his reign, Pope John corresponded directly
with the Russian Premier, Nikita Khrushchev, welcomed his son-inlaw, Alexei Adzhubei, to a papal audience, and accepted the wellwishes of the Soviet ruler when the pontiff received the Balzan Peace
Prize. His successor, Pope Paul VI, has received the President of the
U.S.S.R. on an official visit and has twice welcomed the Soviet Foreign
Minister to the Vatican after their encounter in October 1965 at the UN
General Assembly in New York. In this connection, it is interesting
to note that Soviet officials considered themselves calling on the pope
as the head of the Vatican City State, whereas the Vatican announced
the visit as made to the Holy Father as supreme pastor of the Holy See.
Cordial relations between the Vatican and Soviet Russia are a source
of chagrin and scandal to the millions of refugees in Europe and the
Americas who point to the fact that the Soviet Union—with the cooperation of the Moscow Patriarch—still holds several million Catholic
Ukrainians forcibly in the Orthodox Church, and is responsible for
the active persecution of some half a million Catholics in Lithuania,
not to mention Poles and other nationals within the territory of Soviet
Russia. In its dealings with the Soviet Union, the Vatican has in mind
the improved relations it has achieved with the satellite countries—
from Poland and Hungary to Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Rumania,
and East Germany—for the basic regulation of Church life in these
countries and the appointment of bishops. The one nation still totally
unapproachable is Albania, where annihilation of the Church's structure has apparently been successful.27
Pope John's encyclical, Pacetn in Terris, supplies a resolution of
the principles involved in this direct dealing with Communist countries
which was so severely condemned by both Pius XI and Pius XII. In
a now famous passage, John distinguishes between atheistic doctrine
as such and practical operations of political, social, and economic theories in the historical order: "It is especially to the point to make a
26

Rynne (fn. 2), 50-51.
The policy of the Holy See is not to appoint bishops or make boundary adjustments until a peaceful settlement of intranational disputes has been achieved. During
the last decade, following political adjustments, and as the result of a detente between
the Vatican and these Soviet-orbit countries, the papacy has been able to fill most of the
vacancies in the hierarchy. On the Church in Albania, see UOsservatore Romano
(English Edition), April 26, 1973, p. 10.
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clear distinction between false philosophical teachings regarding the
nature, origin and destiny of the universe and of man, and movements
which have a direct bearing either on the economic and social questions,
or cultural matters, or on the organization of the state, even if these
movements owe their origin and inspiration to these false tenets. While
the teaching, once it has been clearly set forth, is no longer subject to
change, the movements, precisely because they take place in the midst
of changing conditions, are readily susceptible of change. . . ."2S
This doctrine was repeated by Pope Paul in his encyclical, Progresso
Populorum (1967), where he dealt with the call for revolution in the
social, economic, and political order which was being sounded by both
cleric and lay apostles in Latin America. In the encyclical, Paul admitted that governmentally supported exploitation itself constituted a
violence. Questioned at Medellin in 1968 on the right of Christians to
overthrow such an unjust government by violent means, he answered
simply, "Violence is not in keeping with the Gospel."29
Commemorating the eightieth anniversary of Leo XIII's Rerum novarum in May 1971, Pope Paul gave a brief but significant analysis of
the Marxist-Leninist ideology as "a scientific activity, as a rigorous
method of examining social and political reality." He recognized the
attraction of this attempt to supply a "rational link, tested by history,
between theoretical knowledge and the practice of revolutionary transformation." The papal document then asserted that Christian teaching
will know how to judge the value of such theories, keeping in mind
the tendency to a kind of "totalitarian and violent society to which
such process leads." Paul did not condemn it or eliminate it from what
he characterizes as the "Christian contribution for a positive transformation of society."30
VI
Political pragmatism is currently demonstrated by the Vatican in
the attempt being made by the Holy See to renew relations with the
People's Republic of China. Louis Wei Tsing-Sing discusses the structure and destiny of the Catholic Church on the mainland up to the
time of the Red Guard revolution in 1966, when, for all practical purposes, the Church disappeared along with all other foreign and religious
survivals.31 Wei refers to the disastrous experiences the Church encoun28

Pacetn in Terris (fn. 18), chap. 159.
See Chevalier (fn. 3 ) , 289-339.
30
Apostolic Letter, Octogesima adveniente [On the Eightieth Anniversary of Rerum
novarum], May 14, 1971, chaps. 32-34.
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Wei, Le Saint-Siege et la Chine (Paris 1968), 216-23.
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tered in its attempt to penetrate into the Chinese culture and heartland
since the adventures of Marco Polo in the thirteenth and Matteo Ricci
in the sixteenth century. In particular, he describes the unhappy results
of the policy promulgated by the apostolic nuncio, Archbishop Antonio
Riberi, when he forced the majority of Catholics to refuse to accept
Mao Tse-tung's People's Republic in 1949.
Originally accredited to the Nanking government as pro-nuncio,
Riberi remained in continental China after the departure of Chiang
Kai-shek and took control of the Church's political as well as spiritual
affairs. To offset the influence of the Chinese Catholic Men's Association
in the Church's internal activities, he introduced the clerically controlled organization for convert making, known as the Legion of
Mary, into many dioceses. He encouraged priests and people to oppose
the Communist take-over with fanatical vigor, and forbade the bishops
and leading Catholics to accept the policy of the three autonomies—
finances, personnel, and methods of evangelization—urged upon them
by the new government.32 Riberi's intransigence occasioned a split
within the Church when a number of native bishops and clerics joined
the government-sponsored, patriotic Chinese Catholic Movement and
were promptly repudiated with a rejection of this policy by the missionaries and a majority of the people. The Communists responded by
expelling the expatriate Christians and imprisoning many clerics and
lay leaders.
To fill the diocesan sees left open by the exiled prelates, the government allowed the local clergy and people to elect new bishops, informing Rome only after these prelates had been properly consecrated by
bishops recognized by the Holy See. Despite the fact that this practice
was similar to that of the early Church, Rome refused to acknowledge
the elections. Finally, in 1958, the Chinese government declared attempts to make contact with Rome futile.33 Shortly after his election,
Pope John in a speech referred to the Chinese Church as in schism,
but quickly reversed judgment on the representation of Bishop Carlo
32

In a speech on January 17, 1951, urging the Catholic leaders to accept the three
autonomies, Premier Chou En-lai acknowledged the devotion of the missionaries in
education a n d charitable activities, and indicated clearly his comprehension of the
need for Catholics to remain united with Rome in spiritual matters. Ibid., 236-37.
33
O n July n , 1970, the American Maryknoll bishop, James Walsh, was released
from prison to which he had been condemned with a 25-year sentence for carrying out,
as vicar, the policies of Archbishop Riberi. I n public a n d private statements, he expressed n o resentment over the treatment accorded him. Some Vatican officials thought
that his release might be the first step in a detente between the Holy See and Peking.
But the Chinese Government showed n o interest whatever, and if pressed, would indicate that it was the Holy See that had severed relations by refusing, as late as 1958,
to acknowledge the communications of the newly elected bishops.
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van Melkebecke, the apostolic administrator in charge of all Chinese
Catholics outside continental Asia and Formosa.3*
Some attempt was made in Cairo by emissaries of Pope John to contact the Chinese Government at the start of Vatican Council II in
order to elicit the attendance of the continental bishops. But nothing
came of this move. Pope Paul almost from the beginning of his reign
indicated an interest in making contact with the Church in China,
calling for that immense nation's admittance to the United Nations.
However, Vatican diplomatic relations with Taiwan were an absolute
barrier, particularly since under the management of Cardinal Yu Pin
in Taipei the rank of the Formosan Ambassador to the Holy See was
raised to that of a Plenipotentiary (April 22, 1969) with a listing in the
Annuario Pontificio under the rubric Cina. In turn, the Holy See appointed an Australian, Archbishop Edward Cassidy, as pro-nuncio to
Cina on October 27, 1970.
It is a clear indication of the pragmatism with which the Holy See
acts in such matters that in the summer of 1972 the Vatican instructed
the pro-nuncio in Taiwan to take home-leave. He returned to his home
diocese in Australia, where he remained until called to Rome and
appointed pro-nuncio to the Government of Bangladesh in February
1973, still officially maintaining his position in Taiwan. How long it
will take before this maneuver begins to affect relations between the
People's Republic of China and the Holy See is unpredictable. At stake
is the fate of some two million people claimed as Catholics by the
Church as late as 1958, and the totally unknown status of the prelates
and clergy, some of whom have, more recently, been conducting Catholic services in private.35
VII
Vatican agility in reversing policy is further illustrated by the radical
change in an area involving both doctrinal teaching and political ideology. In 1928, with his encyclical, Mortedium animos, Pope Pius XI
condemned unequivocally the ecumenical developments taking shape
34

Wei (fn. 31), 278.
Within the last two years, expatriate native Chinese allowed to visit their homelands have reported to Bishop Carlo van Melkebecke, apostolic delegate for Chinese
Catholics living outside continental China and Taiwan, w h o resides in Singapore, that
Catholic services are conducted in private in many villages and towns; but almost
nothing is known of the fate of the bishops and clergy w h o accepted the three autonomies and functioned until the Red Guard rampages of 1966. T h e recent exchange of
the Vatican diplomat, Mons. Giovanni Cheli, w h o is well versed in relations with
Communist countries, for Mons. Alberto Giovanetti as observer to the U N General
Assembly in N e w York is considered a definite move toward reestablishing relations
between China a n d the Holy See.
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among Protestants. And in 1948, the Holy Office refused to allow
Catholic representatives to attend the first Assembly of the World
Council of Churches. By 1964, with Vatican Council II's decree on
ecumenism (Unitatis redintegratio), the Church embarked on an
almost 180-degree turn by acknowledging the authenticity of nonCatholic Christian churches as truly religious manifestations with
whom the Roman Church should seek to achieve unity. In 1967, the
Holy See appointed fifteen official observers to the Fourth Assembly
of the World Council of Churches held in Uppsala. A year later, Pope
Paul made an unofficial visit to the Geneva headquarters of the World
Council.36
This ecumenical activity will have an essential bearing on the future
organization of the Church. The present pontiff has decided not to
change the basic structure of the Church's hierarchical organization,
but he is now entertaining the possibility of modification in the method
of papal election. His appointment of thirty-three new cardinals (March
5, 1973) indicated a determination to have as many Catholic states
and communities as possible represented in the College of Cardinals,
which is still described in Canon Law as the Church's Senate.37 Reaching out to the four corners of the world, the pontiff followed the example of his two predecessors and included as cardinalitial sees areas as
sparsely Catholic-populated as Karachi, Pakistan, Osaka, Japan, and
Apia in the Samoan islands. Unresolved is the problem of representation of the oriental Patriarchates in union with Rome. During Vatican
Council II, the six patriarchs were made cardinals, thus assuring their
presence in a possible new papal election. But the successors of two
deceased patriarchs have not accepted the cardinalitial designation,
apparently as part of an age-long protest against the attempt to latinize
their rites and churches.38
On the occasion of the creation of thirty-three new cardinals in 1973,
Pope Paul suggested that the six principal oriental prelates should have
a vote in papal elections; and he spoke of opening the way for bishops
who are elected members of the Secretariat of the Roman Synod of
Bishops to participate despite the fact that they do not possess cardinalitial rank. This is a major break with tradition, and could lead to
a much more explicit democratization of the process involved in the
36

See Rynne (fn. 2 ) , 98-109, 236-60.
See Stephen Kuttner, "Cardinalis: T h e History of a Canonical Concept," Traditio,
in (1945). 129-21438
T h e problem, involves the continual resistance of the Eastern Catholic rites and
Synods (eleven, according to the 1973 Annuario Pontificio) to the attempts of the
Congregation for the Eastern Churches to exercise jurisdiction over them despite the
guarantees of self-government reiterated in Vatican Council II's Decree on the Eastern
Catholic Churches. See Rynne (fn. 2 ) , 335-42.
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selection of a new pope. Paul has also allowed Italians in the College
of Cardinals to become a comparative minority—some thirty among
one hundred and forty—and eliminated cardinals who have attained
their eightieth birthday from the papal election. But the vast reorganization of the Church's structure that would be required by some sort of
federation or reunion of the Catholic and non-Catholic Christian
churches will have to be faced by a future pontiff.
CONCLUSION

As a political organization, the Catholic Church remains a unique
institution that reflects both its ancient origins and the cultural development of the age in which it is operating at any given moment. Pope
Pius XII insisted that the word Catholicism was not proper or traditional as a designation of the Church, since it suggested an ideology
rather than a universal Christian presence in the world as a prelude
to the achievement of the polis theou or Kingdom of God toward whose
realization on earth the Church is striving.39 This concept of a kingdom
needs to be considered in its theological significance even by the political
scientist attempting to estimate the weight of the Catholic Church's
influence on the contemporary world. Ivan Vallier has recently analyzed the transnational aspects of the Church as it changes political
postures.40 He points out the organizational development and ideological commitment to the social, economic, and political order that Rome
now encourages on the part of the national and regional Conferences
of Bishops in their confrontation with the revolution called for by
committed Catholic priests and laity in Latin America, and the reorientation of the Church's policies in both the capitalist and Communist worlds.41
A new era of the Church's presence in the world is aborning. Instead
of fading out of the contemporary scene as a Roman relic, the Church
seems to be on the verge of a new phase of world involvement comparable to its political renaissance in the fourth, twelfth, and sixteenth
centuries. Perhaps this time, while viewing the world sub specie aeternitatis, it will avoid both the Constantinian syndrome of caesaropapism
and the ideological triumphalism of the past three centuries.
39
Speaking of the Church as an historical fact, Pope Pius said: "Whatever be the
final verdict of the historian . . . the Church believes she can expect of him that he
will in any case inform himself of her self-image . . ." Vous avez voulu (fn. 14).
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