
Synodality-and'rontroversial'
issuei-arc here to staY

Five takeaways from the s1'nod's final document

James Martiry 5.J., served as a delegsate ftom the United

States to tlrc Synod on SYnodalitY.

We have completerl our work as synod delegates and

have, u,ith the approval of Pope Francis, published our {inal

docurneut: "For a Synodal Church: Cotn'munion, Partici-

pation ancl Nlission." What are the highlights of this doctt-

ment?
Synodality is a "constitutive dimension" of the

church. The final document savs that synodalitl', along

u,ith, for exatnple, the concept of the magisterium or the

tradition of social j'r-istice, is au essentiai element of the

cllurch, It is a path that enables the church to be more "par-

ticipatory and missionary" and can no longer be considered

a curiosity, a practice to tre dabbled in or a passing fad'

Decision-making must be participatory' It u'ould

ire impossible to leail this document and not understald

that ali people should have a voice in both the church's de-

cision-making and decision-taking processes, a recognition

that the Holy Spirit is active and alive in all the people of

Gocl-not siinply in cardinals, archbishops, bishops and

priests. The final document also helpfully outlines proce-

dures for iistening and discernment, and includes a strong

cail for the people of Godtohave "a greatervoice in cl'toosing

bishops" (Paragraph No. 7O) and tbl transpal:ency, account-

abiiitv ard evaluation at a1l levels of the church (No' 95)'

Bishops and pastors are "obliged to listen"' The call

fbr listening and participation is central to the document'

And it is bishops ancl pastors u''ho ale most strongly cal1ed

'to listen to the r.oices of the faithftil in their dioceses and

parishes. On the parish lel'el as rn'eIl, the church is encour-

aged to listen ts, all. e;pecially to those rvho f'eel marginal-

ized. Tire svnod iecommetrds that parishes consider insti-

tuting a "ministry of listening and accompaniment'"

Pastoral councils, diocesan synods and other par-

ticlpatory assemblies should be mandatory' We dele-

gatds grappled r,vitl-r hou'best to ensure that the faithful are

able to be hezud ancl carr participate in the life of tire chui'cir,

rvhich is centere,f, in most parts of the lvorld and tbr n"rost

people, in palish iife. A variety of consultative bodies in

both the Latin and Eastern Catholic chruches are central to

participation, accountabilitv and transparency, inciuding:

diocesan s1,norls, presbl'teral councils' diocesan and parish

pastoral councils, and councils for economic affairs'

These are ail provided for in canon ia*'', trut they ofteri

exist only "nominally'." Theretbre, we delegates insisted

"that theybe macle mandator-v..'and that the-v canfull-v pla5r

their lole, anri not jttst in a purely formal r'vay"'" (No' 10a)'

Some o'controversial" issues al:e not center stage

but are included. At the beginning of tire synodal process'

there were high hopes alnong manY peopie tirat the s1'nori

u,ould resolve sone cotrtro-u'ersial issues' including the or-

daining of marr.ied men to tl-re priesthood. the ordination of

\\ron-Ien to the cliacotrate and L'G.B"|.Q' issnes' For the most

part these issues rvere hanclcd over to the 10 
r(-sttld)r grollps"

for further discernment.
Nonetheless, lrlanY of tirese topics u''ere iir tire back-

glouucl of our discussions. It is hard to talk about lvomen's

roles in the church rl'ithout the topic of otdination to the

diaconate arising.
\\re saicl, in a tlrich larger sectioll ol1 wolren: "There is

no reason or impediment that should prevent r.l,omen frotu

carryring out leadership roles in the Cirurch: u'hat comes

fi'orn the Holv Spirit cannot be stopped' Additionalll" the

qr"restion of r,vomen's access to diaconal ministry relrraius

open. This discerntleut needs to contiuue" (No' 60)'

As for L.G.B.T.Q' issues, there u'as considerably $reater

opctlness to the topic this t'ear and ease of cliscussiou over-

ali. In the docutnent, the tertl-r "L.G'R'T'Q'" is not used-not

surprising, siuce it is stiil anathetla lbr some delegates-

but $,e askthe chnrch to iisten to those urho "experience the

pai[ of f'eeling excluded or judged, becattse of theil tnarital

sitnation, identitr, or sexualitv" (No. 50)'

It is quite a feat that 350 clelegates ft'om aro'ud the

world coulcl agree on this kind of language'
-:-- The final clocumetrt is sure to delight some, disappoint

others and perhaps evell allger sotne people' But it is only

the first step of a process for onr church, as lve jouruey ll'ith

the risen Christ "together on the load"-which is, of course'

the aucient tneauiug of s-rvrod.

.lrrr*, fUurtin , S)., editor at large ot America'
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Pope Francis shakes hands with James Martin, 5'J', as

Ciacomo Costa, S.J., special secretary of the synod, iooks on at

the Vatican on Oct' 4'


