Second Assembly of the Synod on Synodality in Rome, October 2024

These summaries were written by Robert Czerny on behalf of the Synodality Ministry team. Note that
“session” is used instead of the proper term “Assembly”.

Parish Report No. 1 on the Second Session of the Synod on Synodality

The Second Session of the Synod of Bishops Assembly on the topic of Synodality is about to start. It will
go from October 2 to 27. The Church in Canada is represented again by Dr. Catherine Clifford and other
delegates; like last year, she has already promised to report in person to us afterwards!

“Synodality” recognizes that there are aspects of the Church that have passed their best-before date.
There are structures and attitudes that are not relevant anymore. They are even harmful to a Church
facing survival challenges. Moreover, they stop the Church from doing good in the world by following
Christ and the Holy Spirit.

The Church needs to reform. This began with Vatican I, but its major insight — that all the baptized
should have access to full participation in the Church — has had very slow implementation. It took half a
century before Pope Francis stepped on the gas pedal.

Vatican Il was the last time to date that the Church came together to speak with full authority (because
that requires an ecumenical council — a council of all the bishops). And Pope Francis has made its

reforms and rejuvenation the Church’s table d'héte, not an a la carte menu of take-it-or-ignore-it
options.

There have been some two dozen synods since Vatican Il. Before Francis, most participants were selected
bishops, and most preparation was done by Vatican experts. With Francis, participation has broadened
and preparation includes ideas from the grassroots. So now, “synodality” is far closer to the root
meaning of “all of us journeying together.”

This October’s Session is part of a longer term, perhaps never-ending, process to shift the Church
towards being more synodal. This Session builds on that of one year ago, and there will be more such
development in the future.

As to agenda, this Session will not resolve “hot button” issues, such as full acceptance of LGBT Catholics
or women deacons. To the frustration of journalists and impatient Catholics, specific complex and
divisive questions are not on the table next month. But ten study commissions are dealing with major
topics that came up last October; the commissions will provide interim reports this October and final
reports next June.

Instead, Pope Francis doggedly focusses on "How to be a synodal church in mission" — how are we to act
together with the purpose of making Christ ever more present in the world. In essence, it is the
relationships among all the baptized (lay, religious, consecrated, women, men, old, young, all cultures)
that constitute the Church. The Synod will analyse those relationships deeply and explore how to make
them a concrete reality via appropriate structures, processes and settings.



This is why the upcoming Second Session of the Synod on Synodality ought to be of interest to us at St.
Basil’s. We have a vibrant culture, with strong lay participation and engagement that adds works to faith.
It has been reinforced in Vatican Il directions with our experience of listening circles and our initial
attempts to ‘be more synodal’ in some of our activities. The deliberations in Rome could tell us about:

e new ideas that reinforce the positive aspects of our culture; that help us to improve or to explore
new directions;

e what we should expect of (and maybe say to) our national and diocesan leadership in order to do
good in the world as we follow Christ and listen to the Holy Spirit.

The Synodality Ministry team of St Basil’s intends to provide an update every weekend until the Second
Session is over.

Parish Report No. 2 on the Second Session of the Synod on Synodality

The Second Session of the Synod of Bishops Assembly on the topic of Synodality began with an Opening
Mass on Wednesday, October 2. It was preceded by a Retreat for Participants and a Penitential Vigil.

A novelty of this synod is live broadcasting by Vatican Media of the proceedings. The Church is opting for
greater transparency, and it wishes to share the synodal experience with all. If you want to engage more
deeply in the Synod reporting and activities, visit the Vatican website www.synod.va to view a rich
collection of synod material including a newsletter that we are using to stay current on activities. Some
excellent very short YouTube videos are posted there. In one, Pope Francis depicts a shared mission of
the Church with everyone, of any station and formal or informal role in life, walking and participating
together equally and collaboratively. This all speaks to the uplifting guidance from Pope Francis which is
percolating throughout the Church through this synodal process.

The retreat was led once again by Fr. Timothy Radcliffe, OP and Mother Ignazia Angelini, O.S.B. It
focussed on practising the art of Conversation in the Spirit. Mother Angelini highlighted the value of
silence: it is in silence that the search for Truth is fulfilled and synodal dialogue may take place. Fr.
Radcliffe picked four passages from St John’s Gospel to “shed light on how to be a missionary synodal
Church in our crucified world”. The first invited members to see each other as fellow seekers rather than
representatives of opposed parties. Next, lay down fears — there is no reason for fear as the Church is in
the hands of the Lord. The Synod opts for life, conversion and forgiveness and to embrace all cultures of
the world while remaining united — Peter’s net “is full of space and united by truth, delight and joy”.
Finally, citing Peter’s profession of love in John 21, Fr. Radcliffe reminded all to trust one another despite
some failures.

The intention of the powerful and inspiring Penitential Vigil, presided over by Pope Francis, was to
prompt a new beginning, building a Church that listens and walks alongside every soul, and practises
reconciliation, forgiveness and mercy. Besides testimonies addressing war, sexual abuse and migration,
seven Cardinals expressed shame and sought forgiveness for the Church’s sins:

lack of courage to recognize the infinite dignity of every human life in all its phases;

actions of the faithful that have transformed creation from a garden into a desert;



abuses of conscience and power and sexual abuse;
failure to recognize and defend the dignity of women;

failure to uphold the Gospel as a living source of eternal newness and risking letting it be a pile of dead
stones to throw at others; and

allowing obstacles to stand in the way of building a truly synodal, symphonic Church, conscious of being
the holy people of God who walk together in recognition of their common baptismal dignity.

The retreat and penitential vigil together suggest that all of us are shepherds to one another. Let us trust
each other, with our various roles and authorities, and walk equally and collaboratively in community.
These words guide us at St Basil’s to exercise mutual communal shepherding in our actions.

We are all called upon to pray for the Synod, which runs until Oct. 27th, and its 400 delegates. Pope
Francis asks participants to listen to others and the voice of the Lord and not push their own causes or
agendas first. He wants unity in diversity in the church so that “each person feels welcomed”.

Parish Report No. 3 on the Second Session of the Synod on Synodality

On Monday Pope Francis called for a day of prayer and fasting in remembrance of the horrific attack by
Hamas fights on a music festival in Israel that occurred just three days after the First Assembly of the
Synod on Synodality opened last October 4th. A generous collection was offered up by members of the
Synod Assembly to support the Holy Family Church in northern Gaza City.

The Synod sessions led off with “relationships,” the first module of topics. “Relationships” is gaining
ground as the defining characteristic of the Church. The Church is not primarily its doctrines, rules,
processes and structure; those need to serve relationships. As Card. Jean-Claude Hollerich, the General
Rapporteur of the Synod, declared, it is “the perspective of Relationships — with the Lord, between
brothers and sisters and between Churches — which sustain the vitality of the Church in ways more
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profound than the merely structural.” Hollerich cautioned the delegates to seek a balance between 'too
abstract’ and ‘too pragmatic’ or operational. That makes the task of this Synod extremely challenging. It
needs to build upon “a series of proposals on which we had reached a consensus last year, but without

arriving at a complete definition.” A criterion of success will be that the Synod’s conclusions are inspiring

and concrete yet allow for local Churches to adapt them to their particular situations.

Looking ahead, Catherine Clifford offered this in an email to our Synodality team: “Expect the Synod to
make some important recommendations concerning parishes, diocesan life, conferences of bishops
concerning the application of the synodal way, and ensuring wider participation of all the baptized at
every level going forward.” She added this earnest plea: “Pray that delegates and drafters might be
blessed with the gift of creativity as we seek to flesh out this vision in the coming days.”

Fr. Daryold gave an introduction to the Synod and its significance at last weekend’s Masses. His remarks
begin at the 21:20 mark of the Mass recording for October 6:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6cUL3NXvFU


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y6cUL3NXvFU

His overview, that we are all together on a path in the Church, finds an expanded echo in an essay by
Father Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator, a Nigerian Jesuit voting delegate, published on October 4. He
says that cynicism and skepticism about the Synod are misdirected. Here is part of what he says:

“...the value of a synod does not lie in its capacity for solving problems. As an assembly of the people of
God, the synod must deepen the foundational practices of building a synodal church—listening, dialogue
and discernment under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. No synod will ever completely exhaust the issues
under consideration or adequately resolve contentious matters.

“...The synod offers an opportunity to experiment with ways of dealing with issues over which differences
and disagreements exist. It is a way of being church, of living and working as the people of God.

“Synodality makes a room large enough to accommodate differences, celebrate gifts and allow pathways
for the Spirit to birth new things among the people of God. We may not all agree, but it is important that
we stay at the table of conversation, dialogue and discernment.

“Synodality creates an inclusive space for all baptized Christians to feel welcomed, valued and respected.
Regardless of their status, position or identity, all are part of the church’s communion, and their
baptismal dignity affirms their equal right to participate and contribute to the church’s mission.”

For the faithful of St. Basil’s we can adopt a Synodal approach when tackling a challenging issue by
changing the focus from “When we will finally get the answer?” to “How do we participate with
everyone else, intelligently and humbly, in friendship and prayerfully, in listening to the Holy Spirit and
each other as we deliberate about it?”

Parish Report No. 4 on the Second Session of the Synod on Synodality

“Synodality” continues to be challenging to grasp. It is more than secular-world democracy, even when
democratic processes are free from misinformation and power-hungry distortions. It is not a population
poll to determine which opinion has the most adherents. In the Church’s evolving understanding of
synodality, prayer is essential, especially communal prayer — listening together to the urgings of the Holy
Spirit —in order to discern the relevant signs of the times and discover promising ways forward. It is a
shared spiritual experience, undertaken with respect for tradition and authority but without considering
them final or infallible — the urgings of the Holy Spirit are today and for tomorrow, we are on a road or
way (odos) together (syn) that may well lead to our conversion. This is much more than counting votes.

Following the teaching of Pope Francis (who bases himself on Vatican I1), synodality points to the active
participation of all the faithful in the life and mission of the Church. At its heart is encountering others,
listening, and getting beyond divisive differences.

This gives a clue to why Pope Francis appointed ten study groups that to deal with controversial topics.
Putting them on the table this October could risk entrenching divisions. Nevertheless, the ten groups
presented interim reports to the Synod on Oct. 3. Here are observations by Thomas Reese SJ on two of
the reports.



The canon law commission gave the most concrete and practical report, says Reese, with 10 specific
recommendations. For instance, parish and diocesan councils, and even councils at the conference of
bishops level, would be mandatory, not optional. Church law could establish the subjects on which a
pastor must seek the Council’s advice. Canon law could also stipulate how often Councils should meet in
order to be effective, and ideal membership — all facets of a parish should be represented, including the
poor, the marginalized, and persons in “complex personal and/or marital situations.”

This should be of interest to us at St. Basil’s, which has valued having a Parish Pastoral Council for most
of its existence. What guidance might we gain from this commission’s work? Further, some parishioners
have long urged the diocese to create a diocesan council; perhaps this might actually happen!

At this interim stage, says Reese, the most revolutionary report comes from a group dealing with
“synodal theological and methodological criteria for shared discernment of controversial doctrinal,
pastoral and ethical issues,” which was led by the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith.

What this mouthful means is Questioning how the Church works through tough, controversial issues. The
provisional answer is to become more “innovative and creative” and to pay more attention to the lived
experience of the faithful, “the ever new promptings of the Holy Spirit,” rather than rely exclusively on
tradition and law-like statements of doctrine.

Stay tuned for June 2025 to read the commission’s “guidelines regarding questions surrounding peace,
fraternity and care for our common home in the face of the many forms of conflict, hatred and
exploitation”, and also on “the meaning of sexuality, marriage, the generation of children, and the
promotion and care of life.”

Cardinal Mario Grech, head of the Vatican office that organizes the Synod, has declared that the ten
study groups are open to input from all the faithful. Should this be on the agenda for St. Basil’s this Fall
and Winter?

Parish Report No. 5 on the Second Session of the Synod on Synodality

The past week at the Synod in Rome included an explosive element. In fact an observer described
delegates as expressing “palpable outrage and frustration” at a meeting about Study Group No. 5 on
October 18,

One of the 10 special study groups set up by Pope Francis last February which provided Interim Reports
on 2 October, this Group was tasked with looking into the possibility of ordaining women deacons,
among other issues. But it has been “shrouded in mystery”. It is following different procedures than the
other nine groups despite instructions from the General Secretariat of the Synod in January to proceed
according to an authentically synodal method. The group’s head, Cardinal Victor Manuel Fernandez,
prefect of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, announced in his interim report that the group’s
focus had shifted from the question of women deacons to exploring the various ways in which women
have exercised authority in the church.



Synod delegates wanted to hear more. But Cardinal Fernandez did not show up to answer their
guestions at a special meeting on 18 October. Moreover, different from the other nine groups, the
membership of this Study Group has been kept secret.

The meeting confirmed that this Group’s attitudes and methods remain in the old tradition where the
Curia exercises total control and cannot be questioned. In the opinion of Austin Ivereigh, a synod
delegate, the meeting had the effect of putting serious questions about the group’s set-up and its way of
proceeding on the table and out into the open.

Sister Nathalie Becquart, the undersecretary for the synod secretariat, commented that the Roman Curia
is still learning to be synodal. Cardinal Fernandez did commit to face the delegates personally a few days
later; that could be a sign that his dicastery is shifting towards synodality. [Note: In fact, this meeting did
occur on Thursday Oct. 24, and the Cardinal received warm applause at the end.]

More generally, the Pope has spoken against ordaining women as deacons. However, in a Washington
Post article, Rev. Thomas Reese SJ notes that “He’s not saying no more discussion. A bishop can get up
and say ‘I'm in favour of ordaining women’ ... under John Paul or Benedict, that bishop would have been
slapped down and been in big trouble.”

Indeed, here at St. Basil’s, the Women in the Church Ministry is highly likely to continue discussing these
matters!

In a note to our Synodal Ministry team, Cardinal Michael Czerny compares the Synod to the use of
scaffolding during restoration work. This is happening now. The impressive sculptured bronze canopy
over the high altar of St. Peter’s Basilica (the Bernini baldachin) is showing serious wear and tear. It
requires refreshment and renewal in time for the Jubilee of 2025. That’s why the structure is enveloped
in scaffolding.

Compare this with the Synod underway in Rome from 2021 to 2024 and beyond, writes Cardinal Czerny.
The theme, “For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation, Mission,” is like the high altar with its
baldachin. The Church is being renewed, repaired, updated.

The current Synod session is entitled “How to be a synodal missionary Church.” It is like the scaffolding,
which is not there for its own sake, but to make the restoration possible. Once it has done its work, what
will endure is the Church renewed and reinvigorated for its mission, just like the splendid high altar. And
that’s quite reasonable: like the bronze canopy, the Church can do with a bit of restoration every few
centuries or so!



