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CARDINAL SUENENS AND THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL1 

Prof. Em. Mathieu LAMBERIGTS  Univ. Catholique Leuven 

1. Introduction 

Vatican II was a pastoral council. In fact, among the ecumenical councils, Vatican II is the 
only one that is labeled as pastoral. Ecumenical councils such as Nicaea (325) were organized 
in order to react against heresies. John XXIII had no intention to condemn. He convoked 
Vatican II because the Roman Catholic Church was in a crisis. Indeed, after WWII, the 
number of vocations  for priestly and religious life were declining, especially in Western 
Europe and in North America. This decline first started among the female religious – one of 
the first things Mgr. De Smedt did as bishop of Bruges was reducing the number of diocesan 
female religious congregations because of a lack of vocations -, next among the male 
religious – in 1956, the superior general of the Scheutist Fathers observed that the number 
of vocations was decreased with 50% in ten years  -, and finally the diocesan seminarians (cf. 
the doctoral dissertation of Dirk Claes). Needless to say that this decline was internally 
connected with the decline of the number of faithful attending mass on Sunday. Already in 
1943, two French priests, Henri Godin and Yvan Daniel, both chaplains of the JOC,  published 
a book entitled La France, pays de mission ?, a book in which they argued that the existing 
parish structures were no longer adapted to the needs of the time. Already in 1941, cardinal 
Suhard of Paris had founded La Mission de France, for he was of the opinion that the Church 
needed to develop new strategies, more adequate to cope with the challenges of the time. It 
will be evident that Vatican II was an attempt to answer to a crisis and cannot be considered 
as the cause of a crisis as sometimes is suggested in recent literature.  

2. Cardinal Suenens: Some Bographical Data 

Cardinal Suenens was born in Ixelles (Brussels) on July 16, 1904. He was ordained a priest on 
September 4, 1927. He had received a rather traditional training in Rome, something that 
was the case for a great majority of Belgian bishops and theologians at the time. However, 
this familiarity with the traditional neo-scholastic theology had also some advantages, 
among others that quite a good number of Belgian theologians were able to build bridges 
between the theological developments in Germany and France and what was taught in the 
pontifical universities in Rome. In 1940, Suenens was appointed vice-rector of the Leuven 
University. After WWII, cardinal Van Roey appointed him vicar general and auxiliary bishop 
of Malines (November 12, 1945). The ordination took place on December 16, 1945.  

Suenens’ spirituality was a profoundly  Marian one. As a result, from 1948 onwards, Suenens 
was very much engaged in the Legion of Mary movement. The Legion of Mary had been 
founded by the Irish lay person Frank Duff (1989-1980). The movement developed an active 
apostolate, concentrating on conversions. In Ireland, it was opposed to any kind of 
collaboration with protestants. Suenens loved the idea of active apostolate and showed 
much sympathy for the way this was done in the Legion of Mary. This probably explains why 
the auxiliary bishop of Malines did not show much interest in the ecumenical movement in 
the period before the council. In fact, his book Que faut-il penser du Réarmement moral?, 

                                                           
1 This lecture is based on M. Lamberigts-L. Declerck, The Role of Cardinal Léon-Joseph Suenens at Vatican II, 
in D. Donnelly, J. Famerée, M. Lamberigts & K. Schelkens (eds.), The Belgian Contribution to the Second 
Vatican Council. International Research Conference at Mechelen, Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve (September 12-
16) (BETL, 216), Leuven-Paris-Dudley, MA, 2008, pp. 61-217. 
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Paris-Brussels, 1953, was criticized in the ecumenical milieus. In passing, it should be said 
that the ecumenical movement in Belgium was strong but also reduced to the activities as 
developed by the abbey of Chevetogne, where first Dom Lambert Beauduin, next Olivier 
Rousseau promoted the ecumenical interest. Dom Beauduin had been one of the promoters 
of the famous conversations of Malines, conversations with the Anglicans, held between 
1921 and the death of cardinal Mercier, Mercier being a great promoter of the dialogue with 
the Anglican Church. This line of interest was not continued by cardinal Van Roey.  

Suenens’ sympathy for the Legion of Mary caused frictions with the representatives of the 
Catholic Action and the social catholic movements. People like Cardin of the JOC, promoting 
the see, judge, act approach, were in favor of a social Catholicism, focusing on a change in 
the industrial life on the basis of a Christian societal commitment. They did not show much 
sympathy for what they considered as a kind of pious spirituality. However, Suenens was 
convinced that the Legion of Mary, an action started by a lay person, an internationally well-
known and well-spread action, deserved its place in the Catholic Action. In any case, before 
Vatican II, Catholic Action in Belgium was more associated with the JOC, with university 
actions such as Universitas and La Revue nouvelle, congresses such as the ones on the lay 
apostolate (with Philips and Grootaers) than with the Legion of Mary.  

When cardinal Van Roey passed away in 1961, Suenens became his successor on November 
24, 1961. He became a cardinal on March 19, 1962, the feast day of Saint Joseph. .  

3. Suenens’ Institutional Responsibilities at the Council 

There is comment agreement that Suenens played an important role in the history of the 
council. As auxiliary bishop, he was member of the preparatory commission De episcopis et 
de dioeceseon regimine. As archbishop and later as cardinal he was member of the central 
preparatory commission as from March 3, 1962. During the first session of the council, he 
became member of the Secretariatus de Concilii negotiis extra ordinem. On December 12, 
1962, he became member of the conciliar coordinating commission, the idea to create such 
commission already being suggested by Suenens in May 1962. He became responsible for 
important dossiers such as De Ecclesia, De Ecclesia in mundo, and De Beata (on Mary), a 
document that will be integrated in the constitution on the Church. On September 9, 1963, 
Suenens will be appointed by Paul VI as one of the four moderators, the others being 
Lercaro (Bologna), Döpfner (Munich) and Agagianian, president of the committee for the 
revision of Canon Law (1955) and prefect of the Propaganda Fide (1960). After the closure of 
the Council, he will become member of the Commissio centralis coordinandis post Concilium 
laboribus et Concilii decretis interpretandis (January 4, 1966).  

Suenens was moderator but also member of the Squadra Belga. As moderator, he will often 
be the promoter of the ideas of the Belgian theologians and bishops. Suenens made use of a 
substantial group of collaborators. He was a good listener. Squadra expresses very well that 
the Belgians were willing to work as a team. Most of the Belgian bishops and theologians 
knew each other because they had studied together in Rome. Moreover, at that time, only 
diocesan priests could receive a full time position at the theological faculty of Leuven. They 
all were appointed by their bishops. This quite evidently resulted in a loyalty between 
bishops and theologians. Furthermore, most of the Belgians were polyglot, Suenens himself 
being a very good example: when he was in Rome, courses were taught in Latin but the daily 
conversations were in Italian. He mastered perfectly French and Dutch. Through his 
commitment in the Legion of Mary, he had many contacts in the Anglo-Saxon world. He 
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spoke fluently English. Needless to say that such quality very much helps in the development 
of international contacts.   

Suenens knew that he was not a professional theologian. He made use of Belgian and 
international collaborators to make his projects succeed. His well-received speech on the 
charisms in the Church (November 22, 1963) was written by the Swiss theologian Hans Küng. 
However, the part that received most attention was the one added by Suenens himself. In 
fact, at the end of his speech he held a plea in favor of women’s presence in the conciliar 
sessions, for 50% of the world population are women. This observation was picked up by all 
kinds of media and some people even qualified him as a feminist!   

4. Suenens’ Relations with John XXIII and Paul VI 

Suenens’ appointments in several commissions prove that he was trusted by the successive 
popes of the council. From the first meeting with John XXIII, on February 7, 1962, Suenens 
had immediately sympathy and admiration for John XXIII. In his memoirs, he pays much 
attention to his excellent relations with "il papa buono" and in Souvenirs et Espérances, a full 
chapter is dealing with John XXIII2. This sympathy was reciprocal. In his "Diario", John XXIII 
mentions that he met Suenens 8 times between February 7, 1962 and March 29, 19633. Paul 
VI was very well aware of this excellent relation between his predecessor and Suenens and 
thus invited Suenens to deliver the commemoration speech for John XXIII on October 28, 
1963.  

The relations with Paul VI were a bit more complicated4. While Suenens and Montini 
collaborated very well before the council and during the first session, the contacts become 
less cordial as from the second session onwards. Paul VI controlled the Council’s activities 
more than his predecessor. The moderators deplored the absence of papal support in the 
dossier of the Five Questions (2nd session), dealing with sacramentality of the episcopate, the 
collegiality among bishops, and the permanent diaconate. Paul VI and Suenens held different 
opinions about the Birth Control (and later about celibacy). Suenens considered Paul VI’s 
cavalier seul politics as an act against collegiality. It would result in a public conflict when 
Suenens gave his famous interview in Informations Catholiques Internationales in 1969, 
criticizing Paul VI’s lack of collegiality. For a reconciliation between the two, one has to wait 
till February 18, 1972, due to the mediating role of Chiara Lubich5. 

5. « Il était plutôt un homme d’action qu’un penseur » (Prignon) : The Plan Suenens 

John XXIII had convened a council but had no global plan or strategy. Between March 1962 
and January 1963, Suenens will invest much time and energy in attempting to structure the 
council. He will prepare a global plan for the council. In this matter, he was trusted and 
supported by John XXIII. At the occasion of Lent 1962, Suenens published a pastoral letter : 
Qu’attendez-vous du concile (even translated in Spanish), a letter that probably was read by 
John XXIII. After a meeting with the pope at the occasion of his cardinalate, Suenens wrote a 
« Note au sujet du concile » in which one will find the famous distinction between Ecclesia 
                                                           
2 Cf. SUENENS, Souvenirs et Espérances, "Jean XXIII intime", p. 86-108.   
3 Suenens met John XXIII on 7.2, 17.3, 28.3, 10.5, et le 25.7 in 1962 and 24.1 and 29.3 in 1963. John XXIII’s 
notes reveal the pope’s great sympthy for Suenens; see M. VELATI (éd.), Angelo Giuseppe Roncalli. Giovanni 
XXIII, Pater amabilis, Agende del Pontificato 1958-1963, Bologna, Fondazione per le scienze religiose, 2007, p. 
344, 362, 366, 382, 411, 490, 513. 
4 See L. DECLERCK & T. OSAER, Les relations entre le Cardinal Montini/PaulVI ( 1897-1978) et le Cardinal 
Suenens (1905-1996) pendant le Concile Vatican II, in The Belgian Contribution, p. 285-323. 
5 Fonds Suenens, Archives personnelles, p. 25, box 7. 
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ad intra and Ecclesia ad extra. Suenens sent this note to the pope. Encouraged by the pope’s 
reaction and having met Montini (respectively on May 10 and 11, 1962), Suenens sends on 
May 16 (less than one week after the visit to the pope) a real plan, consisting of two parts: 
Ecclesia ad intra (on the inner structure and aim of the Church : evangelization, the teaching 
Church; the sacraments; the liturgy) and the Ecclesia ad extra (the role of the Church in the 
world of today, taking into account the expectations of the world towards the Church [Birth 
Control; poverty; social injustice; the Church of the poor; religious liberty; the problems of 
war and peace])6. John XXIII will distribute this plan to a good number of cardinals.  

Suenens himself organizes two meetings at the Belgian College (June and December, 1962). 
Here he meets important cardinals such as Liénart of Lille, Montini of Milan, Döpfner and Siri  
of Genua. After the meeting of June, Suenens sends on July 4 a new version of his plan to the 
pope, in which he attempts to integrate the schemata prepared and discussed in the Central 
Preparatory Commission. One month before the opening of the Council, John XXIII offers a 
radio message (September 11, 1962). In the message, John XXIII takes over some parts of 
Suenens’ plan, reason why Suenens (exaggerating a bit) suggests that the pope has retaken 
his plan. A next plan of Suenens, prepared during the first session, is blocked by cardinal Siri. 
However, the conciliar activities did not make progress (the discussion on the liturgy would 
be ended only on November 13). Meetings are organized in the presence of the following 
cardinals : Montini, Frings, Siri, Liénart, Alfrink, Döpfner, Léger, Suenens. During the meeting 
in the Belgian College of end November, Suenens presents his plan in light of the 
intervention he intends to offer in the council’s aula on December 4, 1962.  Suenens had 
already sent his speech to the pope who had read it with care and had added some changes 
to the text. The plan Suenens (putting the prepared schemas in two sections: Ecclesia ad 
intra and ad extra) was well received by the council fathers, who, at the end of this first 
session, had the feeling that they were wasting their time in endless discussions. Thanks to 
this intervention, the Council would get its second preparation (Grootaers), aiming at more 
efficiency. 

At the request of John XXIII, Montini supported the plan Suenens. On December 6, John XXIII 
announced the creation of a coordination commission, expected to restore the order of the 
conciliar activities7.  

In the long run, not all aspects of Suenens’ plan will be realized. However, it’s Suenens’ merit 
that the 72 pre-conciliar schemas will be reduced to 17 (decision of the coordination 
commission of January 1963; Suenens had it already suggested in his note of May 10, 1962). 
Suenens was in favor of efficiency. However, he was also in favor of serious discussions of 
serious dossiers. Suenens was thus promoter of important schemas such as the one on the 
Church in the world of today. In order to give this schema the attention it deserves, Suenens, 
helped by Prignon, rejects Döpfner’s idea to close the Council with the third session. Indeed, 
Suenens wanted to have a profound and thorough discussion of this schema, so important 
for the future of the Church. There was also a personal concern: the pastoral constitution 
Gaudium et Spes has regrouped all the topics which were already present in the plan 
Suenens under the section Ecclesia ad extra.  

6. Lumen Gentium : le schéma belge (Garrone, archbishop of Toulouse) 

                                                           
6 The final structure of Gaudium et Spes is, in nucleo, present in this text ! 
7 In Suenens’ plan of May 16, the idea of a group of 4 people that should coordinate the schemata is already 
present.  



5 
 

Many fathers were disappointed about the first draft of De Ecclesia. It was considered to be 
chaotic, a treatise written in a theological school rather than a conciliar document. People 
complained about the absence of the idea of collegiality (we speak of the college of apostles, 
Peter not being the only one !). Bishop De Smedt criticized it for its clericalism, juridicism, 
and triumphalism. Already on October 15, thus at the very beginning of the Council, Suenens 
asked Mgr. Philips to prepare a new schema De Ecclesia. The text of Philips was ready at the 
end of the month. During the first intersession, Suenens, being responsible for this schema 
(and for De beata, the schema on Mary) in the coordinating commission, succeeded in 
convincing the commission to revise the schema along the lines of the Philips text. This was 
not evident for Ottaviani wanted to save the first text. Suenens ordered Philip to go to Rome 
for the meeting of the doctrinal commission in February, 1963. Through Charue he obtained 
that the Philips’ draft was taken by the doctrinal commission as basis for further discussion. 
He intervened with John XXIII in order to promote the Philips text. In fact, Philips, a true man 
of the Church, trusted by Suenens, will, from February 1963 onwards, become de facto the 
most important redactor of the document on the Church.  Already on March 28, 1963, 
Suenens succeeds in having the first two chapters of the schema, so much indebted to 
Philips, approved in the Coordination Commission.   

In passing, we mention that in the theological commission 4 Belgians were present, three of 
them belonging to the diocese of Liège : Mgr. Heuschen (elected member of the doctrinal 
commission on November 28/29; Heuschen got the support from cardinal Döpfner, who had 
studied together with Heuschen at the Gregorian university, Heuschen being the primus); 
Mgr. Philips; Mgr. Prignon (appointed conciliar peritus at the request of Suenens, and this 
already since March 1963). Indeed, Suenens needed a direct and trustworthy contact with 
someone in Rome during his absence. Prignon, recently appointed as rector of the Belgian 
College in Rome, was such a man. Prignon was an open minded man, both on the theological 
and the pastoral level. As ecclesiastical advisor of the Belgian Embassy with the Holy See, 
Prignon had contacts with many in Rome. Moreover, he was an excellent host for the 
Belgian bishops and theologians, but also for other bishops and theologians like Willebrands 
and Congar. Prignon took initiatives. He thus intervened with Suenens in order to change the 
order of Lumen gentium : first the chapter on the people of God, then the one on hierarchy. 
A Suenens regularly used to say : one becomes first Christian, next member of the hierarchy 
(cf. the common priesthood of the faithful, an idea well known among protestants, but 
rather new in the Catholic milieus; as is known, at the time protestants accused Catholics of 
clericalism, because the Catholic Church « infantilizes » its faithful). For Suenens, all faithful 
are invited to apostolic service. On the basis of a text, prepared by Prignon, Suenens will be 
able to convince the Coordination Commission on 3-4 July 1963 to accept in principle this 
change in order. This change is described as a kind of Copernican revolution in the Church’s 
ecclesiology. Needless to say that Suenens had to make a lot of efforts in order to get the 
text accepted in the doctrinal commission because of the opposition of cardinal Ottaviani, 
president of it, and Tromp (first secretary). I remind the listener that the idea was not much 
applauded by the newly elected pope, Paul VI. 

In order to accelerate the debate on the schema in the second session, Suenens, Lercaro and 
Döpfner succeeded in organizing a vote in aula on the so called Five Questions, dealing with 
the sacramentality of the episcopate and the collegiality among the bishops, and about the 
reintroduction of the permanent diaconate (these ideas were already present in Suenens’ 
vota, submitted during the ante-preparatory period). When Suenens was holding a plea in 
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favor of the restoration of the permanent diaconate (the text was very inspired by the ideas 
of Dossetti), he did so because especially in the mission countries, catechists played a key 
role in the Church’s life in local dioceses. Let us not forget that the Catholic Church is a 
sacramental Church : a mere consultation of the Annuario Pontificio makes clear that many 
bishops in these regions suffer of a lack of priests, at the time of the Council and today.  

That the Council Fathers would vote on these questions is mostly due to Suenens’ tenacity. 
These Questions were theological questions and belonged according to the president of the 
theological commission to the key business of his commission. However, for Ottaviani, the 
Council was at the service of his commission, not the other way around. Therefore, Ottaviani 
and the secretary general of the council, Felici, were of the opinion the moderators went out 
of their way and made a great effort to block the vote. It was a very difficult situation : the 
pope hesitated ; Döpfner wanted to give up the whole affair. Suenens continued. Finally, the 
vote was held on October 30 and proved to be a great success: every question received an 
overwhelming majority. From that moment on, the words majority and minority will be 
used. Among the members of this minority, one must mention important and influential 
actors such as Ottaviani, Felici, Staffa, and Cicognani. It is true that the collegiality issue 
remained a crux, but the principle was saved: bishops are members of a college and govern 
collegially the Church. One cannot understand the concept of synodality, recently promoted 
by pope Francis, without this idea of collegiality. Bishops are colleagues, not independent 
prince-bishops.   

7. Suenens and Mary  

I already mentioned the Marian spirituality of Suenens. In the context of the Council and its 
debate on Mary, Suenens belonged to the maximalists. Committed member of the Legion of 
Mary, he will intervene in the third session in order to criticize the schema De Beata 
(17.9.1964), a schema prepared among others by Philips, an internationally appreciated 
Mariologist : Philips had chosen for a via media between the maximalists (who wanted new 
honorary titles for Mary) and minimalists (who wanted to reduce the many honorary titles 
and wanted to base reflections on Mary on the Bible). Suenens criticized the proposed text 
because of its anti-Marian Christocentrism.   

The other Belgian bishops and theologians were upset, for they did not understand how one 
may diminish Mary by praising her Son. Suenens accepted the critique of his confreres and 
would leave out the contested passage in the French version of the text, being distributed in 
the afternoon. Today, there is common agreement that it is one of the merits of the Council 
that it avoided to make Mary the fourth person of the Trinity!   

8. Suenens, the « Father » of the Constitution Gaudium et Spes 

Suenens had well understood that John XXIII’s Aggiornamento was also intended to 
modernize the role of the Church and its place in the contemporary world. Suenens himself 
had reflected on the issue since Lent 1962, when he published his article on the council’s 
expectations in the first issue of Pastoralia. In his "Mémoires " (p. 67)], Suenens rightly 
stated "le schéma XIII, dont je suis le père, c'est-à-dire l'initiateur". Indeed, Suenens was 
within the coordination commission responsible for schema 17, later becoming schema 13.  
In January 1963, he obtained that he text "De castitate, virginitate, matrimonio et familia", 
first given to cardinal Spellman (New York), now was added to schema 17. In July 1963, he 
obtained that he became responsible for the redaction of the first, doctrinal, part of the 
schema. Suenens brought together an international group of theologians, presided by 
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Philips. This group would prepare in September 1963 the so-called « texte de Malines ». 
Finally, the text was not retained, but the work done in Malines would influence 
considerably the first part of Gaudium et Spes. Suenens was convinced that this important 
issue deserved a thorough discussion, reason why he was opposed to the plan Döpfner. 
Suenens argued that one needed a fourth session in order to discuss the important issue of 
the Church’s place and role in the service to the world. People have criticized this 
constitution because it was too optimistic, but one cannot deny that Gaudium et spes has 
discussed in an open and positive way the importance of culture,  the priority of love over 
procreation, the complex issue of disarmament, the political responsibility of Christians in 
international institutions and the like. Gaudium et spes is promulgated as a constitution, not 
as a decree, a synodal letter, or a declaration, and this is Suenens’ merit.  

Suenens was most concerned about the chapter on marriage, for he knew the problems of 
the child-rich families living in material poverty. He held a plea to broaden the narrow 
traditional view on Birth Control. For Suenens, the pill issue was very important and he was 
convinced that the position of the Church with regard to contraception needed to be 
revised. Already in April 1963, John XXIII had created a study group which should prepare a 
position of the Holy See during the discussions in the UN on demography. That group 
worked under the responsibility of the Secretariate of State (Suenens was in favor of this 
decision for it would facilitate a more open approach). The Dominican de Riedmatten, 
observer of the Holy See at the UN in Geneva, was appointed as secretary. The Suenens 
archives give evidence of the good relations between de Riedmatten and the cardinal. De 
Riedmatten regularly informed Suenens about the commission’s activities. Suenens 
contacted king Baudouin. The king sent a note to Paul VI, asking that the council would 
discuss the problem of Birth Control. This note would be transferred by the pope to 
Ottaviani on 26.10.1963, requesting that the doctrinal commission should study this matter. 
As good Catholic, the king had subsidized the council but as good friend of Suenens he 
shared the latter’s concern.  

On May 7, 1964, Suenens gave a press conference in Boston. In his intervention, Suenens 
described the pill as an adequate means for Birth Control in Catholic families without 
breaking the directives of the Church. Rome was chocked. Cardinal Ottaviani wrote a severe 
critique in the Italian journal Vita, seemingly without having studied carefully the dossier. 
The Secretariate of State wrote a letter - sub secreto S. Officii – to the bishops telling them 
that they must abstain from public comments on Birth Control, a rather strange order at the 
time for the Council had been invited by John XXIII to discuss all pastoral problems, the Birth 
Control being a very important pastoral problem. On June 2, 1964, Suenens would justify his 
position in a letter to the pope. In this letter, he regretted that Ottaviani had reacted on the 
basis of hearsays in the press. I quote: "... on aimerait que le chef responsable du Saint-
Office commence par établir en toute objectivité critique ce qui a réellement été dit avant de 
se lancer dans une réprimande publique. Ce sont les procédés de ce genre, bien plus que le 
reste, qui discréditent une Institution dont l'Église a besoin"8.  

However, I am not sure that Ottaviani had not well understood Suenens. Paul VI had 
forbidden the bishops to publicly take a stance in the Birth Control matter. In his 
intervention of October 29, 1964, Suenens, partly braving the pope’s prohibition to speak 
publicly on Birth Control, asked in aula to offer more information about the activities of the 

                                                           
8 Cf. Fonds Suenens 1724. 
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pontifical commission. Being responsible for the schema on the Church in the world, he 
asked to enlarge the pontifical commission and insisted on a closer collaboration between it 
and the mixt commission responsible for schema XIII. Referring to the Galilei case, he asked 
to avoid a second case of this genre.  

Suenens had shocked the pope and the latter asked for a retractation. Prignon, who had, in 
vain, attempted to mitigate the tone of Suenens’ speech,  would be the author of this 
retractation. On November 7, Suenens read this retractation in aula : the press had not well 
understood his position. Even if this were true, one must admit that Suenens continued to 
discuss the matter in his audiences with the pope (February 22, 1965 ; May 15, 1965). He 
was keen to know what happened in the special commission, presided by Mgr. Heuschen, 
commission that prepared a new draft on De Matrimonio9. In a long audience (October 18, 
1965), he tried to convince the pope of the importance of the issue. The pope asked him to 
prepare a text that could serve as the basis for a declaration. Suenens asked Reuss, Prignon, 
Häring, Heylen, de Locht and Martimort to prepare such text. The text was given to the pope 
on October, 1965, but at that moment, the pope had already decided not to publish such 
declaration. At the same time, the pope intervened in De Matrimonio on November 23, 1965 
with 4 modi that should reconfirm the classical doctrines of the Church. Dondeyne sent a 
note to Suenens10. In a first reaction, Suenens wanted to organize a campaign among the 
council fathers to vote against the new text. Fortunately, Heuschen and prof. Heylen, a 
moral theologian, had demined the papal modi. The Birth Control dossier was not closed. 
Informed by Prignon about the work of Heuschen and Heylen, Suenens accepted to vote 
placet11. The Birth Control dossier shows very well that Suenens was motivated by pastoral 
concerns. For Suenens, a Church at the service of the world is a Church that listens to the 
needs of the world and that takes the concrete problems and concerns of people seriously. 
Suenens never gave great speeches about Christian anthropology, secularization, atheism, at 
the time of the council pressing problems, but one gets the impression that they were not 
Suenens’ first concern. His first concern were the needs of concrete human beings.   

9. Promoting an Active Apostolate 

Like Veronica O’Brien, Suenens was convinced that the most important mission of the 
Church was the promotion of the mission of every Christian and the direct and active 
apostolate in all milieus in the world. For Suenens one must evangelize culture, not culturize 
the Gospel and one should do this following the methods of the Legion of Mary. Suenens 
held vigorous pleas about this form of apostolate in many publications12 and organized 
numerous sessions in order to initiate this method among male and female religious, e.g. 
with the Scheutist Fathers in Jambes, the Brothers of the Christian Schools (in Malonne) and 
the Institut de l'Enfant Jésus in Nivelles. Suenens and O’Brien did so because they were of 
the opinion that a training for a truly active apostolate was absent in novitiates of the 
religious and in seminaries. For them, some forms of spirituality, certain constitutions and 

                                                           
9 For the details, see M. LAMBERIGTS – L. DECLERCK, Le texte de Hasselt. Une étape méconnue de l'histoire du 
De Matrimonio (schéma XIII), dans Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses, 80/4 (2004), p. 485-505. 
10 Fonds Suenens 2660-2661. 
11 DECLERCK & HAQUIN (éd.), Mgr Albert Prignon, Recteur du Pontificio Collegio Belga / Journal conciliaire 
de la 4e Session, p. 239-240. 
12 Cf. Théologie de l' Apostolat (1951), L'Église en état de mission (1955), Vie quotidienne, Vie chrétienne 
(1961), Promotion apostolique de la religieuse (1962). 
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rules of a good number of religious congregations hindered people’s engagement and 
reduced the lives of priests and religious to activities in their presbytery or convent.  

This concern was made visible in several interventions of Suenens in aula.  

As auxiliary bishop of Malines, Suenens was confronted with the old age of cardinal Van 
Roey (13.1.1874-6.8.1961) and the inertia related to it. He was of the opinion that the (very) 
advanced age of many bishops was a serious hindrance to every renewal of pastoral life. In 
the preparatory commission De Episcopis et de Dioceseon regimine, in the central 
preparatory commission and in his intervention of November 12, 1963, he courageously 
argued in favor of an age limit for bishops, for this would be for the "bonum animarum" and 
would dynamize the missionary duty of the Church. When bishops argued that a bishop was  
inner connected with his diocese through an indissoluble bound, Suenens replied that the 
conciliar aula was filled with bishops "divorcés remariés"13. Suenens was well aware that this 
principle would not work for the pope and thus he tactically added that the perpetuity in this 
function was needed for the good of the universal Church14. 

In the fifties, Suenens and V. O'Brien, promoting the Legion of Mary, had been confronted 
with some hostility from bishops (especially in France) because of alleged competition with 
the Catholic Action movements. These movements had received a mandate of the bishops 
and were specialized, id est, they focused on specific groups (the workers, the farmers, the 
middle classes and the like). However, during the 2nd International Congress for the Lay 
Apostolate, organized at Rome in October 1957, Suenens obtained that Pius XII tackled this 
problem in his address to the congress, while Suenens himself published an article on this 
matter in 195815.  

However, Suenens was not sympathetic to the Catholic Action and did his utmost best not to 
put Mgr. Himmer, bishop of Tournai and great promoter of the Catholic Action and 
especially the JOC, on the North-European list, prepared for the elections of the members of 
conciliar commissions in October 1962. The other Belgian bishop, especially Mgr. De Smedt 
insisted on the presence of Himmer on the list as a candidate for the Commission for the Lay 
Apostolate, and Suenens lost this game16. 

On October 9, 1964 Suenens held a vigorous plea to break the monopoly of the Catholic 
Action and to obtain the full recognition of bishops and of the Church of the work of other 
apostolic movements, including the Legion of Mary. In several of his interventions, his 
commitment in the Legion of Mary movement is also visible. At the time of the council, 
Belgium could be rightly be described as a country of missionaries. On November 7, 1964, 
Suenens offered a speech on the missionary activity of the Church. The text was prepared 
with the help of the Scheutist Fathers François Legrand, former missionary in China and 
Omer Degrijse (Superior General of the congregation). Suenens, author of L'Église en état de 
mission, emphasized that the missionary activity belongs to the essence of being a Church. 
He insisted on the important role of the laity in the evangelization and thus pleaded for an 
adequate and much needed formation of the laity in view of the missionary vocation of the 

                                                           
13 To give one example. Döpfner started as bishop of Würzburg, then became archbishop of Berlin and finally 
ended as archbishop of Munich.  
14 The Council would not accept the proposal, Paul VI did in his Motu Proprio Ecclesiae sanctae, 6.8.1966 (AAS 
58 (1966) p. 763). 
15 See SUENENS, L'Unité multiforme de l'Action catholique, dans Nouvelle Revue Théologique, 80 (1958), p. 3-
21. 
16 So Fonds Suenens 572. 
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Church in its service to the world. He will come back to this issue in a second intervention, 
held on October 12, 1965. In this speech he argued that true apostolic formation of future 
missionaries must be inspired by the will to announce the saving truth of God to all people, 
truth which shines in the incomparable clarity of the dying and resurrected Christ.  

The same concern is present in Suenens’ intervention about the renewal of religious life. 
Suenens was convinced that a good number of obsolete constitutions and rules hindered the 
engagement of the religious women in the direct apostolate as developed by the Legion of 
Mary. Moreover, the female congregations were not truly open to the emancipation of 
women. In order to create a mentality change, Suenens published at the end of 1962 the 
book Promotion apostolique de la religieuse, very successful in the US where Suenens 
offered a series of conferences to female religious in May 1963 and May 1964 respectively17. 
In his conciliar intervention, Suenens would argue that religious should obtain a true human 
promotion and should be treated as adults. He asked that they should enjoy the liberty 
needed to live an active apostolate. He held a plea in favor of a spirituality adapted to the 
active religious life of the members of apostolic congregations: too often, their spirituality 
seemed to be a copy of that of the contemplative nuns, while their active life was very 
different.   

The same concern returned in Suenens’ intervention with regard to the formation of future 
priests, on November 14, 1964. Suenens was convinced that the formation of seminarians 
should be ameliorated. He himself had decided to erect a new seminary, situated in Leuven 
(instead of Malines), a university town. Suenens’ new seminary, named after John XXIII, was 
opened at the beginning of the academic year. The formation of the seminarians was based 
on the family life, with interaction between the seminarians, the professors and the spiritual 
directors. Suenens argued that the actual situation of the priests proves that their spiritual 
formation is not adapted to their apostolic activity. They are expected to work in the world 
while their spirituality is very much influenced by that of monks. Priests are called to 
collaborate with their bishops, confreres, and the laity, but they have the feeling that they 
are separated from this world, foreigners in a world they are expected to work in. Suenens 
thus insisted that a spirituality should be developed which depends less on the monastic 
tradition than is the case today. Moreover, seminarians want to become priests and thus, 
from the very beginning, it is necessary that they receive a theological training. Seminarians 
should love the reading and study of the Bible and of theology. Given the fact that priests 
are called to serve the people of God, seminarians need a pastoral formation that is 
integrated in their whole training. Theological formation must be nourished by pastoral 
experiences. Suenens will repeat the same ideas in his intervention on the ministry and life 
of the priests (15.10.1965). That day, Suenens bluntly declared that the schema was 
referring to a Christian era that no longer existed. Priests today are active in a world that has 
lost the sense for the sacred. Priests need a spirituality that focuses on the Holy Spirit and 
the Virgin Mary. The true priest today is an animator and coordination, a promoter of 
vocations of the laity at the service of the apostolate. In the speech, Suenens stressed the 
responsibility of the bishop for his priests and that the priestly obedience is not expected to 
be a passive submission.   

10. By Way of Conclusion 

                                                           
17 SUENENS, Les Imprévus de Dieu, p. 199-200. 
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Suenens was really one of the “leaders" of Vatican II18. He was an orator, courageous, 
polyglot and  profoundly religious. He had a determining impact on the agenda and the 
organization of the council. His interventions in order to prepare a new "De Ecclesia" 
(following the suggestion of Mgr. Heuschen, he asked Philips to write such new draft) were 
providential. Thanks to Suenens, Gaudium et spes has become a conciliar constitution and 
the chapter on marriage is really a breakthrough in the Church’s teachings on this matter. As 
moderator, he courageously supported the documents on religious liberty and on the 
attitude towards other religions. In other decrees and declarations (on religious life, 
seminaries, lay apostolate, missions), he held pleas in favor of an apostolic formation that is 
adapted to the modern world. His own missionary zeal proved to be a source of inspiration 
in this.   

Inspired by theologians such as Thils, Moeller and Prignon, Suenens will become during the 
council a promoter of the collegiality among bishops. Co-responsibility was a keyword for 
Suenens19, and this explains why he was of the opinion that encyclicals such as Sacerdotalis 
caelibatus (1967) and Humanae Vitae (1968), promulgated by Paul VI, did not respect the 
authentic collegiality among bishops.   

It was also during the Council that Suenens discovered the ecumenical opportunities. He 
developed excellent contacts with the Secretariate for the Christian Unity, and with many 
observers, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world. Without any hindrance, he becomes a 
committed promoter of the decree on ecumenism and the declaration on religious liberty. 
Indeed, Suenens became aware that engagement for ecumenism and apostolic zeal do not 
exclude each other. 

Thanks to the council, Suenens has discovered that theology and exegesis are important for 
conciliar speeches. He has asked help from several theologians and has no problem to admit 
their superiority in these matters. At the same time, the great tacticus Suenens contributed 
substantially to the success of the representatives of “la nouvelle théologie”, aggiornamento 
and renewal.  

Thanks to the fame acquired during the Council, Suenens will continue to play a first-rate 
role in the post-conciliar period, and this not only in the first synods of bishops20, but also 
during the first meetings of the Symposium of the European bishops at Noordwijkerhout 
(1967) and at Coire (1969). During the difficult period of general contestation of 68, he 
pleaded in several important interviews21 for a continuation of the dialogue with these 
protest groups and made great efforts to preserve the council’s achievements. He was a 
brilliant orator in several theological congresses, such as in Toronto (1967) and Brussels (the 
conference of the review Concilium, 1970). He multiplied his ecumenical contacts with the 

                                                           
18 In this regard, see the excellent study of Jan GROOTAERS, "Léon-Joseph Suenens" dans Actes et acteurs à 
Vatican II, (Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 139) Leuven, Peeters, 1998, p. 229-243. 
19 See his La coresponsabilité dans l'Église d'aujourd'hui, Paris, 1968 and the well underpinned thesis of Antoni 
KASPRZAK, La Collégialité épiscopale interprétée comme coresponsabilité dans la pensée et l'action du 
Cardinal Léon-Joseph Suenens. Une figure de pasteur dans la crise qui suit le Concile Vatican II, Lille, Atelier 
national de reproduction des thèses, 2009. 
20 The idea to create an international theological commission, first mentioned in 1967, will be concretized by 
Paul VI in 1969.  
21  See his openminded interviews in Informations Catholiques Internationales (1969) concerning collegiality,  
Le Monde (1970), on in celibacy, National Catholic News Service (1971) with regard to the Lex Ecclesiae  
fundamentalis. 
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Jewish world during (numerous) travels to Great Britain, US, Munich, Graz, Vienne, Genève, 
Turin, São Paolo, Israel. 

The council changed Suenens and he deserves our appreciation for the attempts he made to 
save the Council’s legacy. Other key figures changed their mind after the closure of the 
Council, often because they were concerned about their own career planning. Suenens 
remained faithful to the council and its insights. Today, he would be a great friend of pope 
Francis.  


