
Pastor’s page: The Second Vatican Council and the Optimism of Salvation 

As a boy and then a young man, growing up in the 1950s, before the great reform of the Catholic 
Church called the second Vatican Council (1962-1965), I was very concerned about my 
salvation. I knew that at times I behaved in ways that were harmful and destructive to myself and 
the people around me, my family, classmates and neighbors. I was a sinner. But what I didn’t 
understand as well as I do today, is that I was a loved and reconciled sinner. God the Father had 
sent his Son Jesus to save me from my sins. In addition, I had been given the Holy Spirit in 
baptism and confirmation to strengthen me with the spiritual gifts of God, and the fruits of the 
Holy Spirit. I had been washed clean and made God’s son, sealed with the Spirit. God hungered 
for me to be with him in heaven. 

As I meditated on this truth, I stopped having a servile fear of damnation. I had instead a sense of 
awe and wonder that God could love me so much. And that this love was not something I could 
earn or repay. It was unmerited and undeserved but freely given to me, and all people through 
Jesus Christ. I moved out of the place of fear to response. How could I live my life, what 
decisions would I make, to the best of my ability and the grace of God, as a return for all that the 
Lord had done for me? I felt God’s call to serve him as a priest. But each of us must serve as the 
Lord has given us gifts. With the gift goes responsibility. 

One of the most noteworthy results of the Vatican Council was optimism about salvation. Before 
1965, even devout Catholics like me were pessimistic about salvation. We thought it likely that 
we might not make it. This pessimism had to be corrected because it is not biblical or traditional 
in our faith. One of the outstanding theologians of the Council, Jesuit Father Karl Rahner, 
expresses optimism about eternal life in his writings. In fact he spoke of a certainty of salvation 
within the church for Catholics, and optimism about salvation for those who are not Catholics, 
and not even Christians! This remains the church’s teaching. Every human being has been given 
a conscience, the voice of God that echoes within the depth of their being. We must follow that 
conscience; and as Catholics look to the Scriptures, and the teaching authority of the church to 
constantly inform and mature it. 

Vatican II speaks in very positive terms about other non-Christian religions; Jews, Muslims, 
Hindus, Buddhists, and others, and encourages respectful dialogue and recognition of the truths 
that are present in other faiths. Human beings, the church tells us, have the right to a free 
exercise of their religion according to their consciences. 

A few weeks ago, the Powerball jackpot had reached $415 million. What were your odds of 
winning? One in 292 million! There was only one winner of this jackpot, although someone from 
Farmingdale bought a $1 million winning ticket at the 711 on Merritts Road. We who have been 
saved by the blood of Jesus Christ shed for us on the cross, know that we have been set free from 
fear through the mercy of God. Yes, the battle goes on within us between good and evil. We 



need to cooperate with the grace of God and respond to it each day. Each day we pray, Lord have 
mercy on me a sinner. And the Lord hears our prayer, and we are forgiven. 

We know that Jesus came to end our slavery to sin and our alienation. When he began his public 
ministry, he announced the kingdom of God as present among us - and coming to fruition. He 
spoke of repentance in regard to our sins and embracing of the good news of salvation. Jesus 
came to rescue the human race from our disunity and lack of trust. He came to draw us deeply 
into the mystery of the Godhead. Gracious love is the animating power of the universe. And that 
love has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to each of us. 
We have been born again, confirmed in the goodness of God, which has now become our own 
goodness. We know that we are wounded and fragmented, flawed and sinful, but still we are 
fundamentally good and destined for eternal glory. We have received the winning ticket from 
God. We have been saved. How do we respond to this outpouring of God’s graciousness? 

We must work together, nourished by the sacraments and cooperating with God’s saving plan - 
continuing the healing redemptive work of Jesus Christ. Cooperating with the Holy Spirit, we 
build a better world; fighting for a world of justice, love and peace, until the Lord takes us home. 
The victory is assured because of the decisive victory of Jesus Christ. 

Peace, Father Bruce 


