UPDATES ON THE SYNOD ON SYNODALITY, ROME, OCTOBER 2023

These summaries were written by Robert Czerny, October-November 2023. They were delivered by the
pastor of St. Basil’s Parish, Ottawa, during the Saturday and Sunday Masses each weekend, and then
distributed by email to members of the parish.

SYNOD SUMMARY FOR OCTOBER 7-8

This past Wednesday, October 4, was a truly momentous day for the Church. Laudate Deum came out;
the Pope’s update of Laudato Si’, to urge the world to take climate change seriously before it is too late.

The other huge development on Wednesday was the opening of the first Session of the Synod on
Synodality. This is running in Rome until October 29. The second and concluding session will happen a
year from now.

It is impossible to overstate the importance of this gathering for the Church. We are praying for the
success of the Synod. And we will have a little update like this at weekend Masses until early November.

How did the Church get to this point? Two years ago, Pope Francis invited everyone — all the people of
God plus people from outside the Church or who had left the Church — to express themselves
concerning their good and bad experiences of the Church and their hopes for its future. Here at St.
Basil’s, we had some 20 gatherings and 120 participants in all. We had a wonderful experience of
encounter, listening and sharing what our faith means to us.

Our parish report flowed into a diocesan report that went into a Canada-wide report, which went to
Rome.

The next stage was a worldwide report that the national churches considered and reacted to in the
Continental phase.

Everything helped to create the working document, the Instrumentum Laboris, that the synod assembly
is considering now. It is working on what millions of people told the Church. This is unprecedented. And
our St Basil’s voice is there in the key themes such as the role of women in the church, full acceptance of
LGBTQ+ people and of separated and divorced Catholics, clericalism, and clerical sexual abuse.

Another unprecedented feature of the Synod assembly is that 20% of the voting members are lay people
including women and youth. So now, during the synod sessions, participants are meeting in groups of 12
that include lay people, priests and nuns along with bishops and cardinals.

Just before the Synod, a three-day retreat for the delegates emphasized Listening and Conversation in
the Spirit as well as other themes. It also highlighted the Transfiguration and the Road to Emmaus, two
occasions when the disciples were surprised and transformed.

Pope Francis is urging the Church to listen to the Holy Spirit and to accept being surprised and
transformed. Listen to his words to the 438 synod participants as he opened the Synod: “The Holy Spirit
often shatters our expectations to create something new that surpasses our predictions and negativity.



Let us open ourselves to the Holy Spirit...” And in a video about the Synod he asks us to open our hearts
and “pray for the Church, that she may adopt listening and dialogue as a style of life at every level.”
Including St Basil’s!!

Thank you to Bob Czerny for writing our weekly Synod messages. If you want to get involved in synod
matters in the parish, you should approach Bob.

SYNOD SUMMARY FOR OCTOBER 14-15

Here is a second report on the October 4-29 Session of the Synod on Synodality. This journey of
discernment is nearly half over, and two of the scheduled five modules have been completed. Those
topics were synodality and communion. The topic descriptions and the exact questions to be covered
were published months ago, in the worksheets of the Instrumentum Laboris.

There is a lot of press coverage of the Synod, thanks to interviews outside the Synod Hall, journalists in
the Hall for some portions, occasional press briefings, and live streaming and publication of major
plenary presentations. So it is not all a secret process, as has been alleged. But constant scrutiny in
search of controversy would interfere with silent prayer and careful listening.

It would also distort the purpose. One of the delegates is Cardinal Gerald Lacroix of Quebec. He told
reporters that the Synod was not called to change the church’s doctrine, but to find better ways “to
walk together, to listen together and to discern together” so the church can respect “the big questions”
that Catholics are facing in their lives today. As Pope Francis put it, the Church needs to “hit pause” and
reassess how to ‘be Church’ in our contemporary conditions and in fulfillment of the vision of Vatican Il
That vision emphasized that we are all “the People of God”. Recognition of the full status of the lay
baptized was symbolized by the procession into the beginning of the Synod: the lay delegates went in
first, followed by the religious and ordained delegates. Two days later, Sr. Angela Perez, of Guam, said
am experiencing and witnessing the dismantling of the hierarchical.” She is one of the 54 women
delegates who have a vote — a major first.

MI

In addition to plenary gatherings, delegates are meeting 14 times in small groups At each of 35 round
tables, about a dozen participants pray; provide short prepared statements; pray again; each responds
to all the others’ statements; pray again; then discuss and synthesize. Each table has a mix of lay people
and various religious from different parts of the world. And the table membership changes with each
module, so each delegate ends up with a very wide exposure to the diversity of the Church.

The approach for discernment in groups was developed by several Canadian Jesuits in the 1970s, and it
is working. Cardinal Parolin, the Vatican Secretary of State, told a reporter on one of the early days that
the atmosphere was positive and friendly; he said that “the Holy Spirit is breathing” in the great Hall.

There is far too much to cover in a few minutes. Please check sources online; some free ones are the
National Catholic Reporter, Vatican News, and the Catholic News Agency. You will find wonderful
passages like this, from Sr. Iris Altagracia Gonzalez of the Dominican Republic: "I have this sensation
that we're returning to the origin, to what the church was from the beginning and should be, based on
the Gospel, to follow Jesus and not to focus on rules. This is about following Jesus as a church, as a
community, and from that point, there is nothing to fear."



SYNOD SUMMARY FOR OCTOBER 21-22

This past Tuesday was the midpoint of the Synod on Synodality. Perhaps this is the quickest way to
summarize the experience to date:

Question: “What changes will this Synod bring about?”

Answer: “This Synod is changing how the Church changes.”

Here is how Cardinal Fridolin Ambongo of Kinshasa, Congo, put it in a news conference at the Vatican
Oct. 7. “There are a lot of people who believe that this synod will bring solutions to all problems,” he
said. “But the synod will define the new way of ‘doing’ church, the new way of approaching problems,
what the problem is but also how in the spirit of synodality we will approach that problem.”

The Synod is a concrete instance of the profound encounter that Pope Francis encourages as essential
for everyone — the baptized, people of other faiths and no particular religion too. Encounter enhances, it
does not destroy. As Cardinal Michael Czerny said to a Spanish publication, “The hierarchical structures
of the Church have nothing to fear from processes of listening and encounter.”

This is something that we at St. Basil’s sensed in our synodal gatherings a year and a half ago. Although
we discussed particular concerns, such as women in the Church and clericalism, the most profound
discovery was how we felt when we spoke openly about our spiritual lives, possibly for the first time;
when we listened and felt that we had been heard.

Having dealt with synodality and communion earlier, the participants completed their work this week on
mission and moved on to “Participation, governance and authority”, which scrutinizes the processes,
structures and institutions of the Church. On this topic, theologian Fr. Dario Vitali said to the full
assembly: “A genuine exercise of synodality will allow for thoughtful considerations—with patience and
prudence—on the necessary institutional reforms, decision-making processes that involve everyone,
and an exercise of authority truly suitable for ‘making grow’ a mature and participatory People of God.”

The final module will be to receive, improve and approve the Synthesis Report drafted under the
leadership of Card. Jean-Claude Hollerich, the “General Rapporteur.” He also introduces each phase of
the Synod’s work; these addresses are made public. For instance, in his introduction to “Co-
responsibility in Mission”, we can read how he urged the male participants, still the large majority, to
realize that “men and women receive the same baptism and the same Spirit. The baptism of women is
not inferior to the baptism of men. How can we ensure that women feel they are an integral part of this
missionary Church?”

He also addressed clericalism by asking “What is the relation between ordained ministry and other
baptismal ministries? We all know the image of the body Saint Paul uses. Are we ready to accept that all
parts of the body are important?”

Finally, introducing the module that began on Wednesday, he forecast that the Synthesis Report will be
a relatively short and simple text. It won’t treat the Session as the ‘final word’; rather it will note areas of
consensus as well as disagreement and topics needing further exploration and discernment at all levels
of the Church, down to our diocese and parish, in preparation of the second and final Session of this
Synod on Synodality in October 2024. Let’s all pitch in!



SYNOD SUMMARY FOR OCTOBER 28-29

The first Session of the Synod on Synodality is ending this weekend. On Wednesday it released a
Message to the People of God. The Message affirms that prayer, silence, listening, humble appeal to the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, and equal participation of all the baptized are essential features — not just
nice-to-have — for the Church to pursue its vocation in the third millennium. In our complex and conflict-
ridden times, “The Church’s vocation is to proclaim the Gospel not by focusing on itself, but by placing
itself at the service of the infinite love with which God loved the world.”

This Synod is one stage of a continuing process. The process will always need to emphasize listening.
Here is part of what the Message calls for: “To progress in its discernment, the Church absolutely needs
to listen to everyone .... It means listening to those who have been denied the right to speak in society
or who feel excluded, even by the Church; listening to people who are victims of racism in all its forms —
in particular in some regions to indigenous peoples whose cultures have been scorned.”

Also on Wednesday, Pope Francis spoke out vehemently against clericalism, which he calls a “scourge
which enslaves God's people”. During the Synod, delegates spent much of their time gathered at round
tables of twelve people who were a mix of lay and ordained, female and male, older and younger, all on
an equal footing. It was an exercise in non-clerical listening and dialogue, the first time it had been
attempted in a Vatican synod. One cardinal observed that, novel as this was, it went very well right
away; it didn’t take two or three tries before it worked.

Dr. Catherine Clifford has served as one of the Synod'’s expert facilitators. We will hear from her in a
“Lunch and Learn” session on November 26. She offers this overview from the last days of the Synod:

“We have been reviewing the results of the past four weeks. The process of spiritual conversation has
been demanding, asking all of us to enter into the demanding discipline of respectful listening: listening
to the living faith of the local churches and to the many burdens borne by Catholics in a rich diversity of
contexts. The synthesis document reflects the fruit of those conversations and will set the agenda for
next year’s Session. Indeed, it points to the significant task of Church renewal for years to come, if we
are to truly practice synodality at every level of church life.”

SYNOD SUMMARY FOR NOVEMBER 4-5

The first session of the Synod on Synodality ended a week ago; the second will happen a year from now.
At last Sunday’s concluding Mass, Pope Francis brought it all back to basics: adore God and love and
serve your neighbour. "This is the church we are called to 'dream", he said; “a church that is the servant
of all” and “never demands an attestation of 'good behavior,' but welcomes, serves, loves, forgives; a
church with open doors that is a haven of mercy."

Assessments of the Synod range from very enthusiastic to lukewarm to disappointed. People who
wanted precise solutions to controversial issues are upset that their issues were not resolved. But that
was never the purpose.

The happiest people are those who recognize that in those four weeks, synodality passed a test. Would
a mix of bishops and priests and religious, sitting together with lay women and men including youth at



tables of twelve, manage to listen genuinely to each other and hear the Holy Spirit? As it turned out, yes.
So from now on, this manner of listening, listening and listening, and of mixing all the facets of the
Church’s population together, from us in the pews to the Pope, for a joint “conversation in the sprit” —
this way, this style of walking together, is synodality, and it’s here to stay. It is “a way of living the
Church, valuing differences and developing the active involvement of all.”1

Such active involvement is a unique step in the life of the Church. During two years of preparations,
millions of lay people as well as those in religious life were heard. This is unprecedented. So was the
participation of a significant minority of women in the assembly and voting by the lay delegates. Two
cardinals suggested that the Church can never again hold a Synod of Bishops in which no lay people
participate and vote. Pope Francis has really opened the Church’s doors.

This is why it is exciting to have eleven months before the concluding session of this Synod, in October
2024. The organizers intend to provide guidance for parish-level action, so here at St. Basil’s we can
participate again as we did so fully in the first phase. “We Journey in Hope” is part of our mission
statement, and that hope echoes the words of Pope Francis last Sunday. "Today, we do not see the full
fruit of this process, but with farsightedness we look to the horizon opening up before us," he said. "The
Lord will guide us and help us to be a more synodal and missional church, a church that adores God and
serves the women and men of our time, going forth to bring to everyone the consoling joy of the
Gospel."

END

L https://www.vaticannews.va/en/vatican-city/news/2023-10/the-synod-report-a-church-that-involves-
everyone.html



