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Religious Liberty

conciliar sanction on a prerequisite to the dialogue with

non-Catholics and non-Christians, and even non-believers. The
whole Church was called to this dialogue by Pope John and more
definitely still by Pope Paul in his encyclical Ecclesiam Suam. The
very existence of this text, despite its limitations, signifies an
evolution in the Church’s official stand. The former view of tole-
rance of non-catholic confessions was based on the theory of thesis
and hypothesis : only the one true religion should be allowed
freedom of worship, but in the circumstances, to avoid greater evil,
other confessions too may be tolerated. The new doctrine or new
approach recognizes the right of the human person to religious
freedom. Pope John had mentioned this right in his encyclical
Pacem in terris (cf. C.M. 1963, 207). The Declaration is an expres-
sion of the Church’s realistic awareness of religious pluralism in
the world today. Its elaboration and debate at the Council sessions
were among the most painful and dramatic in the history of the

Council.

THE Declaration on religious liberty of Vatican II is the

At the preparatory stage of the Council, a difficulty had already arisen
between the theological commission and the secretariat for christian unity,
each of these having prepared its own text very different in inspiration.
It was finally the secretariat which proposed a schema on religious liberty
in connection with ecumenism (cf. C.M. 1962, 296 and 295). After the first
session, when the initial 70 schemas were reduced to 17, the text on religious
liberty became a chapter in the schema on ecumenism and received the nihil
obstat of the theological commission. Presented to the Council by Bishop
de Smedt, on November 19, 1963, as chapter five of the schema on ecu-
menism, it did not come up for debate for lack of time (cf. C.M. 1964, 91).
Redrafted during the interval according to suggestions received in writing,
the Declaration on religious liberty, now detached from the schema on ecu-
menism, was debated at the third session, September 23-25, 1964, and later,
on November 18, a revised text was distributed, too late however to be
submitted to the vote of the Council (cf. C.M. 1965, 47; ibid. 52f for the
tensions and manoeuvres in connection with the postponement of the vote).
The postponement, a great disappointment for a number of the fathers,
would in the long run prove bencficial and allow the preparation of a more
mature text. This new draft was debated at the fourth session, September
15-22, 1965 and accepted as basis for a definitive text by 1,997 votes against
224. After new revision, it came up for voting section by section October
25-29, and was finally approved on November 19, with 1,954 ‘placet’ against
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minute addition, meant to rally the minority, adds to the com-
plexity of the text.

The first part gives the general doctrine on religious liberty
based on the natural rights and duties of the human person. This
should find acceptance with all. It excludes religious indifferent-
ism by stating that the right to religious liberty does not set aside
man’s natural right and duty to worship God. The second part
deals with religious liberty in the light of revelation and develops
mainly the essential freedom of the act of faith, or of the accept-
ance of the revelation, and its implications. It shows that the doc-
trine on religious liberty does not impair the necessity of preaching
the gospel, it only excludes such methods as would involve coercion
or denial of that freedom.

The right to religious freedom belongs not only to individual
persons, but also to groups, or moral persons, because man is social
by nature. Hence follows the right for communities to practise
their religion according to their conscience — however, within
certain limits required by the civil order. Hence follows also for
the Church the right to freedom in discharging her divine mission
of preaching the gospel.
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