
CENTRAL PROVINCE 
 

 

 

CANDIDACY II 

UNIT 6: 

THE CHURCH  

IN THE MODERN WORLD 



1 
 

“I DID NOT COME TO CONDEMN THE WORLD  

BUT TO SAVE IT.”  (JOHN 12: 47) 

 

 “Gaudium et Spes” (“The Church in the Modern World”), a Pastoral 

Constitution, was approved by a vote of 2,307 to 75 of the Bishops at Vatican II 

and promulgated by Pope Paul VI on December 7, 1965, the day 

the Council ended.  As in all documents the title is taken from the 

first sentence. This is the longest document of the Council (nearly 

100 pages) and considered one of the most important.  Our task is 

to read, study and discuss this document during these three 

months.  Then apply it to ourselves and our Chapter.  

  In this introduction we will provide useful 

information on the background and foreground of 

Gaudium et Spes.  “The Church…receives the mission of 

proclaiming and establishing among all peoples the 

kingdom of Christ and of God, and she is, on earth, the 

seed and the beginning of that kingdom.” (Lumen 

Gentium, #5)  If the Church is to accomplish her 

mission, it is necessary that, since she is in the world, 

she understands and is able to relate to the world.  Revelation has a ‘love/hate’ 

relationship with the ‘world’.  The world is a wondrous creation of God and “God 

saw how good it was.” (Gen. 1: 25)   

 Yet the ‘world’ has not lived up to its potential “and friendship with the 

world is enmity with God”. (James 4: 4)  On the other hand “God so loved the 

world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him might not 

perish but might have eternal life.” (John 3: 16)  So the ‘world’ is not ‘either/or’ 

but ‘both/and’.    It is, like us:  sometimes good, sometimes bad, but always 

remember that “God created man in his image” (Gen. 1: 27) and we have been 

redeemed.  “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, 
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but that the world might be saved through him.” (John 3: 17)  Since the world and 

its creatures are a wonderful creation of God, the Church is “interested in one 

thing only – to carry on the work of Christ under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 

for he came into the world to bear witness to the truth, to save and not to judge, 

to serve and not to be served.” (Gaudium et Spes, #3)  So we are in the world as 

Jesus was and His Church is, but we are not “of the world” (cf.:John 17: 14-16)  

We are counseled:  “Do not love the world or the things of the world.” (1 John 

2:15) and “Do not conform yourselves to this age but be transformed by the 

renewal of your mind, that you may discern what is the will of God, what is good 

and pleasing and perfect.” (Rom. 12: 2)  The world is a magnificent place as long 

as we are not coopted by its imperfect values but remain true to the ‘Beatitudes”.  

We can live in the world and be joyful Dominicans. 

 

THE WORLD IS WORTH SAVING 

 The world is worth saving.  

We, the Church, are to “go into 

the whole world and proclaim the 

gospel to every creature.” (Mark 

16: 15)  “And this gospel of the 

kingdom will be preached 

throughout the world as a witness 

to all nations.” (Matt.: 24: 14)  

Jesus Himself has given us this mission:  “As you sent me into the world, so I send 

them into the world.” (John 17: 18)  While we, the Church, are in the world, how 

are we to relate to it?  Gaudium et Spes states :  “At all times the Church carries 

the responsibility of reading the signs of the time and of interpreting them in the 

light of the Gospel…Ours is a new age of history with critical and swift upheavals 

spreading gradually to all corners of the earth.” ( #4)  We, living in the 21st 

century, must use the tools available to us in the 21st century to preach the 

Gospel to this world, not the world of the 19th or the 13th centuries.  A challenging 

but exciting task.    
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THE CHURCH AND THE WORLD  

 Throughout history the Church has always been involved with the world, 

often effectively, sometimes grudgingly and occasionally late.  Vatican II 

attempted to remedy the shortcomings and bring ‘a breath of fresh air’ to the 

Church.   

“The world which the Council has in mind is the whole human family 

seen in the context of everything which envelopes it:  it is the world 

as the theater of human history, bearing the marks of its travail, its 

triumphs and failures, the world, which in the Christian vision has 

been created and is sustained by the love of its maker, which has 

been freed from the slavery of sin by Christ, who was crucified and 

rose again in order to break the stranglehold of the evil one, so that it 

might be fashioned anew according to God’s design and brought to 

its fulfillment.” (GS #2) 

 St. Paul traversed the known world, bringing the Gospel to the Greeks and 

Romans, establishing many converts and churches.  He broke out of narrow 

confines into the wider civilization.  Although visited with torture and death the 

Church began to flourish until it achieved official recognition.  Though plunged 

into the Dark Ages, the Church, under many 

great Popes, began to convert and civilize the 

Barbarians.  Pope St. Leo the Great (+461) met 

this challenge head-on, including a meeting 

with Attila the Hun, averting the sacking of 

Rome.  Pope St. Gregory the Great (+604) laid 

the foundations of Medieval Christendom.  He sent a Roman monk named 

Augustine to Britain to convert the Angles and Saxons.  

 During the Middle Ages the Church was in danger of losing the masses who 

had moved from the feudal and rural districts into the cities.  The monastic 

orders, from the Benedictines to the Carthusians,  with their complete withdrawal 
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from the world had been able to provide for the rural Catholics.  New orders 

arose to serve the new populations swelling the towns and cities.  Adhering to the 

monastic vows of poverty, chastity and obedience and  known as Mendicants 

because they begged for their needs, they moved from a strict monastic life to be 

with the people and meet their new needs in new ways.  Many did not accept 

these gyrovagues, who were comprised mainly of Franciscans, Dominicans, 

Carmelites and Augustinians.   

 Unfortunately there have been times when the Church did not move fast 

enough in interpreting the signs of the times.  Although there were attempts to 

reform itself in the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the Church failed to act 

in time.  The papal legate who became Pope Pius II wrote presciently in 1454:  “I 

cannot persuade myself that there is anything good in prospect…Christianity has 

no head whom all will obey…There is no reverence and no obedience;  we look on 

the pope and emperor as figureheads and empty titles.”  The Papacy, the Curia 

and the clergy were disorganized and decaying.  The reform of the Church began 

in earnest outside the Church, in a manner of speaking, with 

disastrous results.   Luther split Christendom.  The Church 

began to recover with the Council of Trent (1545-63).  It 

issued seventeen dogmatic decrees which defined Church 

teachings and answered the Protestants.  The Church was 

back and the Counter-Reformation had begun.  A new 

order, the Jesuits, founded by St. Ignatius of Loyola (+1556), 

arising opportunely,  helped lead the Church in its reform.   

 Vatican I (1869-70) was convened by Pope Pius IX and 

issued two Constitutions, on the Catholic Faith and on the 

Church of Christ.  Also the dogma of papal infallibility was 

defined.  Vatican II (1962-65) opened under Pope John XXIII 

and closed under Pope Paul VI.  Our ‘Apostolic Mission’ as 

Lay Dominicans should arise from “knowledge of the conciliar 

and post-conciliar documents of the Second Vatican Council.” 

(vide: Rule, Guidelines, 6)  
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GAUDIUM ET SPES AND THE POPES 

 We would be remiss if we did not cite Rerum Novarum, 

an encyclical issued by Pope Leo XIII in 1891.  It is subtitled 

“On Capital and Labor”.  Living in the 21st century it is difficult 

to imagine the working conditions  suffered by the laboring 

classes in the 19th century.  This encyclical began the ‘Social 

Teachings of the Popes’.  It brought Christian principles to the 

ethical and charitable and just treatment of the worker with 

his right to organize and gain a living wage.  It rejected both communism and 

unrestricted capitalism, while holding the right to private property.  Pius XI, Pius 

XII, John XXIII and Paul VI also issued social encyclicals. 

 To commemorate the 100th anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Pope John Paul 

II issued the encyclical Centesimus Annus in 1991.   

“Today more than ever, the Church is aware that 

her social message will gain credibility more 

immediately from the witness of actions than as a 

result of its internal logic and consistency. This 

awareness is also a source of her preferential 

option for the poor, which is never exclusive or 

discriminatory towards other groups. This option 

is not limited to material poverty, since it is well known that there 

are many other forms of poverty, especially in modern society—not 

only economic but cultural and spiritual poverty as well.” (#57) 

In an interview, Zenit, 4/10/2003, George Weigel spoke on the relationship of 

Gaudium et Spes and Centesimus Annus: 

“Gaudium et Spes" opened new conversations between the Church 

and democracy, the Church and science, and the Church and 

nonbelievers. Its description of the free society as having three parts 

-- democratic political community, free economy and vibrant public 
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moral culture, the last being the most important -- was picked up and 

developed brilliantly by Pope John Paul II in "Centesimus Annus." 

 Pope Benedict XVI has also written and spoken about the concerns of 

Gaudium et Spes.  He spoke on the solemnity of Christ the King, 2005 as printed in 

Fides Service, Nov. 21, 2005: 

"Christ alpha e omega" is the title of a paragraph of the “Gaudium et 

Spes” pastoral constitution issued by Vatican II, the Pope recalled, 

quoting Pope Paul VI: “In the light of the centrality of Christ, 

Gaudium et Spes interprets the conditions of humanity today, human 

calling and dignity, and ambits of human life: family, culture, 

economy, politics, international community. This is the mission of the 

Church, yesterday, today and always: announce and bear witness to 

Christ so that every man and woman may live their vocation to the 

full.” 

In his encyclical, Caritas in Veritate, signed on June 29, 2009 Pope Benedict XVI 

wrote on  the necessity of providing for the poor and poor nations by the wealthy 

individual and nations.  He also spoke to the modern world on the energy 

problems it has: 

 “Questions linked to the care and preservation of the environment 

today need to give due consideration to the energy problem. The fact 

that some States, power groups and companies hoard non-

renewable energy resources represents a grave 

obstacle to development in poor countries. Those 

countries lack the economic means either to gain 

access to existing sources of non-renewable energy 

or to finance research into new alternatives. The 

stockpiling of natural resources, which in many 

cases are found in the poor countries themselves, 

gives rise to exploitation and frequent conflicts between and within 

nations. These conflicts are often fought on the soil of those same 

countries, with a heavy toll of death, destruction and further decay. 
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The international community has an urgent duty to find institutional 

means of regulating the exploitation of non-renewable resources, 

involving poor countries in the process, in order to plan together for 

the future.’ (#49) 

So both of the last two Popes have promoted Gaudium et Spes and its reaching 

out to the world as it is today.  Yet their emphases are different: 

“The contrast between Pope Benedict and his 
predecessor is striking. John Paul II was a social ethicist, 
anxious to involve the Church in shaping a world order 
of peace, justice, and fraternal love. Among the 
documents of Vatican II, John Paul's favorite was surely 
the pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes. Benedict 
XVI, who looks upon Gaudium et Spes as the weakest 
of the four constitutions, shows a clear preference for 
the other three.”  (First Things, From Ratzinger to 
Benedict, Avery Cardinal Dulles) 

 
   
Much progress has been made by the Church in many ways in its desire to talk 

and work with the modern world.  Much work still needs to be done.  As 

Dominicans and members of the Church the burden does not just fall on the 

shoulders of the Popes but it is also our burden.  But remember the words of the 

Master, “For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (Matt. 11: 30)  Each 

member, each Chapter must find their ways to influence by words, deeds and 

example the world in which we find ourselves placed by God. 
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DOMINICANS IN THE WORLD 

“The Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes), undoubtedly 

the most ambitious project of the Council both in its length and 

scope as well as its objective, which was to begin a realistic dialogue 

with the modern world.” (A Concise History of the Catholic Church, 

Thomas Bokenkotter, p. 418)  

 This has always been the modus operandi of the Dominican Order from the 

days of St. Dominic.  He followed Jesus who said, “While I am in the world, I am 

the light of the world.” (John 9:5) and said to us, “You are the light of the world.” 

(Matt. 5:14)  As we read, Dominic sent his members where the people were: the 

cities and sent them prepared through education  “to begin a realistic dialogue” 

with them.  An old proverb, translated from the Latin, follows: 

Bernard loved the valleys, Benedict the mountains,  
Francis the towns, Dominic the populous cities. 

The Primitive Constitutions of the Order of Friars Preachers which St. Dominic 

influenced states in the Prologue that the “Order was founded, from the beginning, 

especially for preaching and the salvation of souls.”  Thus a dialogue with the world 

is in our ‘DNA’.  This must be accomplished in a manner that is understandable to 

be effective: 

“On one occasion a public debate was organized 

against the heretics.   The local bishop proposed to 

go to it with an imposing entourage, but St. 

Dominic said to him, “No, my lord and father, that 

is not the way to go to meet such people.  The 

heretics are to be convinced by an example of 

humility and other virtues far more readily than by 

any external display or verbal battles…everything 

came to a satisfactory conclusion.” (Early 

Dominicans, p. 87) 
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 On June 5, 1222, Pope Honorius gave the church of Santa Sabina to St. 

Dominic and it is the headquarters of the Order.  It is fitting that it is on the 

Aventine next to the Tiber, in the heart of that great city to which all roads lead, 

Rome, Italy.  Here St. Thomas Aquinas began writing the Summa Theologica. 

 

 

GAUDIUM ET SPES AND THE ORDER OF PREACHERS 

 The Order of Preachers had a profound impact and influence on the 

documents of Vatican II.  This is especially true of Gaudium et Spes.  Here is a brief 

mention of three of the Dominican ‘Periti’ (experts) who guided Vatican II: 

1. Yves Marie-Joseph Congar OP (1904-95) was a 

principle architect of many of the documents, 

including Gaudium et Spes.  He brought his exhaustive 

research into the Christian tradition, especially the 

riches of the patristic era and of Thomas Aquinas.  

John Paul II named him a Cardinal a year before he 

died. 
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2. Marie-Dominique Chenu OP (1895-1990) was very 

influential in the writing of Gaudium et Spes.  Schillebeeckx 

said that Chenu influenced him to “open all his ears” to 

human life and culture, knowing that “nothing genuinely 

human is foreign to the followers of Christ.” (GS, #1) 

3.  Edward Cornelis Florentius Alfonsus  Schillebeeckx OP 

(1914-2009) was one of the busiest Periti at the Council.  He 

contributed to the chapter on marriage and the family in 

Gaudium et Spes.  He gave many conferences to Bishops 

assembled in Rome and did assist Cardinal Bernard Jan 

Alfrink at the Council.  He was awarded the prestigious 

Erasmus Prize (1982) for contributions to European Culture. 

 

THE GAUDIUM ET SPES GENERATION 

 It is difficult today to imagine the excitement and exhilaration that Vatican 

II and, especially, Gaudium et Spes, created among the clergy and laity of the 

1960’s and 1970’s.  The Church was not breaking from the past but, in Dominican 

style, it was building upon its rich tradition, keeping the good and adding, after 

study and discussion, the ability to communicate this to today’s generation.  

Tradition evolves and enriches itself, as we learned from Dei Verbum;  otherwise 

we would be ‘sola scriptura’.   

“The people of God believes that it is led by the Spirit of the Lord 

who fills the whole world…For Faith throws a new light on all things 

and makes known the full ideal which God has set for man, thus 

guiding the mind towards solutions that are fully human.” (GS, #11) 

As John Paul II wrote in his encyclical, Dominicae Cenae, The Mystery and Worship 

of the Eucharist, 1980, #13: 

“Convinced as we are that by means of the Council the Holy Spirit 

‘has spoken to the Church’ the truths and given the indications for 

carrying out her mission among the people of today and tomorrow.”    
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 On the Ordo Praedicatorum website, 7/2011, it was 

noted that two Dominican Friars in South Africa celebrated 

their 50th anniversary of priestly ordination, Albert Nolan and 

Gregory Brooke.  Fr. Nolan preached the homily which appears 

in part below:  

“Some Australian priests who are celebrating their jubilees round this 

time have taken to calling themselves the Gaudium et Spes 

generation. Gaudium et Spes, of course, was the name of the famous 

Vatican Council document on the Church in the Modern World. It is 

the Latin for joy and hope. 

 “The Gaudium et Spes generation of priests are those who were 

ordained in the 1960’s, immediately before or shortly after the II 

Vatican Council. Gregory and I belong to this generation of priests. 

For us the Council was a source of great joy and hope. We were 

wildly excited by it and bubbling over with hope for the future. At last 

the church was changing, catching up with the modern world - 

beyond our wildest expectations.  As priests we were able to hold 

our heads high. We were proud to be known as Catholic priests. We 

started to move away from the clericalism and narrow-mindedness 

of the past. We embraced ecumenism. We tried to work more with 

the people rather than for them. 

“In a small way, over the last 50 years, Gregory and I have had the 

privilege of sowing some of these seeds of spiritual and intellectual 

renewal. For that we are extremely grateful to God and to all who 

sowed the seeds in us, even before the II Vatican Council. This is the 

privilege we would like to celebrate today with 50 years of priestly 

ministry: the privilege of sowing a few seeds. And it is for this reason 

that we remain the generation of joy and hope - of Gaudium et Spes. 

“Our lives were filled with joy and hope.”  [Thank you, Father!] 
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1. Preface (1-3) 

2. Introduction: The Situation of Men in the Modern World (4-10) 

3. Part 1: The Church and Man's Calling (11-45)  

1. The Dignity of the Human Person (12-22) 

2. The Community of Mankind (23-32) 

3. Man's Activity Throughout the World (33-39) 

4. The Role of the Church in the Modern World (40-45) 

4. Part 2: Some Problems of Special Urgency (46-93)  

1. Fostering the Nobility of Marriage and the Family (47-52) 

2. The Proper Development of Culture (53-62)  

1. The Circumstances of Culture in the World Today (54-56) 

2. Some Principles for the Proper Development of Culture (57-59)  

3. Some More Urgent Duties of Christians in Regard to Culture 

(60-62) 

3. Economic and Social Life (63-72)  

1. Economic Development (64 - 66) 

2. Certain Principles Governing Socio-Economic Life as a Whole 

(67-72) 

4. The Life of the Political Community (73-76) 

5. The Fostering of Peace and the Promotion of a Community of Nations 

(77-93)  

1. The Avoidance of War (79-82) 

2. Setting Up an International Community (83-93) 
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CONCLUSION OF UNIT 6 

 Hopefully this background and foreground information will serve to round 

out your understanding of Gaudium et Spes.  The key thing is to read the 

document, discuss it and apply it to your life and, hopefully, your Chapter.  After 

all, if we do not relate to the modern world, what good can we do? 

 St. Dominic used the media available to him to relate to the people, viz. 

preaching.  We have a wider variety of media to utilize in our preaching:  Internet;  

YouTube;  Blogs;  Facebook;  Twitter;  Email;  TV;  Next? 

“Within modern society the communications media play a major role 

in information, cultural promotion, and formation.  This role is 

increasing, as a result of technological progress, the extent and 

diversity of the news transmitted, and the influence exercised on 

public opinion.” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, #2493)  

 Are you ‘open’ to the world, its wonders, its marvelous people?  As a 

Dominican, we should be.  Witness the stories about our joyful founder: 

“The sense of openness to the world is a 

marked characteristic of many of the great 

Dominican preachers.  ‘When I became a 

Christian,’ noted Lacordaire, ‘I did not lose 

sight of the world.  And in the twentieth 

century, Vincent McNabb remarked once to 

some of his brethren:  ‘The world is waiting 

for those who love it…If you don’t love 

men, don’t preach to them – preach to 

yourself.’”  (The New Wine of Dominican 

Spirituality, Paul Murray OP, pp. 148-9) 

 

FOR AN INTERNET COPY OF ‘GAUDIUM ET SPES’ - 

http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/v2modwor.htm   

http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/v2modwor.htm

