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Massimo Faggioli is an adherent of what can be called the Alberigo School

of interpreting Vatican II. Giuseppe Alberigo and others, like Alberto Melloni

and the Jesuit John O’Malley, are well known as exponents of the view that

Vatican II needs to be interpreted as much as an earthshaking event as a

series of documents in line with the church’s tradition. That view permeates

Faggioli’s book.

Faggioli, who teaches at the University of St. Thomas in St. Paul,

Minnesota, has previously written a general hermeneutics of the council, enti-

tled Vatican II: The Battle for Meaning (Paulist Press, ). This book drills

deeper into the question of relating the council’s first document, The

Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, to the rest of the council’s work. Thus

this book is about the “intertextuality” of Vatican II, the fact that one

cannot make sense of the entire council without attending to the importance

of the liturgical reform, and that one cannot understand the significance of

the liturgical reform without relating it to the rest of the council, especially

its ecclesiology. Faggioli (following Giuseppe Dossetti) discerns a profoundly

eucharistic ecclesiology in the liturgy constitution (Sacrosanctum Concilium,

hereafter SC).

According to Faggioli, a problem with the vast majority of commentators

on SC and the subsequent Catholic liturgical reform is that they got so caught

up in the liturgical reform itself that they failed to understand the theological

importance of SC as the first of the council’s decrees. In my opinion, he is on

target and provides a valuable deepening as well as a corrective to works on

the reaction to the liturgical reform, including my own. Faggioli is certainly

correct in observing () that the traditionalists have had a far better appreci-

ation of the theological and ecclesiological implications of the liturgical

reform than its proponents have had. SC thus becomes an important herme-

neutical key for understanding how profoundly new (and old in the sense of

ressourcement) is Vatican II’s theology of the church.

Along the way Faggioli makes a number of important points. For example,

he spells out the ecumenical implications of SC (–), and he analyzes core

aspects of SC’s ecclesiology: the human/divine (theandric) conjunction, the

issue of change and tradition, a sacramental view of the church itself

(which was to become important in Lumen Gentium, the Constitution on

the Church, hereafter LG), and the centrality of baptism and Eucharist

(–). He notes that in a significant way LG failed to follow through on
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the eucharistic ecclesiology of SC (). Faggioli is at his best when spelling out

the disastrous consequences of Pope Benedict’s motu proprio, Summorum

Pontificum (), which liberalized the use of the pre-Vatican II liturgy.

Pace Pope Benedict, SC represents a new lex credendi (rule of believing) for

the church, and support for the old liturgy is thus a rejection of the council

tout court (–, ). In my estimation Faggioli is correct in assessing the

so-called reform of the reform and current attempts to undermine the litur-

gical reform as the “fruit of a fascination with a world that does not exist

anymore” ().

I cannot recommend this book strongly enough for anyone who is con-

cerned with studying the theological implications of the liturgical reform of

the past fifty years. It would probably not be very useful for undergraduates,

but it certainly should be considered for graduate seminars on Vatican II.

Anyone who teaches liturgy and/or sacraments should have this book on

his or her shelf.

JOHN F. BALDOVIN, SJ

Boston College School of Theology and Ministry
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In her latest book, Ask the Beasts, renowned theologian Elizabeth Johnson,

distinguished professor at Fordham University, seeks to explore the theolog-

ical meaning of the natural world of life. The book’s title, taken from the bib-

lical book of Job (:), reveals the starting point and operative approach: ask

the beasts and they will teach you. “The invitation to consult the plants and

animals harbors the demand for a subtle change of method,” she claims,

“stepping outside the usual theological conversation that begins with the

human person and placing the ‘other’ (natural world) at the center of atten-

tion” (xv). The author pursues what she calls a “turn to the earth,” a new “sub-

jective” focus in theology, with each aspect of the natural world as “subject.”

“The result,” she says, “changes not just what one may think about creatures

themselves, but sets up a challenging dynamic that reconfigures all of theo-

logical interpretation so that it honors their lives” (xv). This is a book with

an ambitious aim. The growing area of ecological theology, according to

Johnson, demands careful consideration of “the natural world in its own

right as an irreplaceable element in the theological project” (xv).

Johnson’s book is a rich tapestry of poetic imagery, theological metaphors,

and the basics of Darwinian evolution. About a third of the book is a detailed
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