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The word ‘synodality’ doesn’t occur at any point in Vatican II, but it does I think go to the heart of the 

vision of the church that was bequeathed to us by the council. I’m not sure but I’d ever heard the word 

before Pope Francis started using it. Synod I had heard but synodality was a strange sounding word 

particularly perhaps to English-speaking ears. For me the penny dropped with synodality back in 2015 

when I was one of the Australian delegates to the Synod, the second of the two synods on marriage and 

the family, and during that Synod which was an extraordinary experience of what synodality means on 

the ground I sensed not just in theory but because of my own personal experience of a process what Pope 

Francis was getting at. Now this became particularly vivid when he delivered a speech on 17 October, 

celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Synods of Bishops since the Second Vatican Council. He gave a 

remarkable speech, about synodality, and it was listening to that speech that came at the end of a hugely 

long and often boring Latin talkfest that I not only understood what he was actually getting at when he 

spoke of that synodality and a synodal church, but it came to be almost as a flash of inspiration that this 

was the moment that after 10 years of discernment and discussion the Australian Bishops should move in 

fact to what we now call the Plenary Council. It had been a long, long process that led to this moment, at 

least for me personally and I think for all the bishops of the land. And it was after that and returning to 

Australia then and speaking to the bishops about their next meeting that we made the decision to move 

towards the Plenary Council, which in a sense has already begun because you see the Plenary Council is 

not just an event in the future, it is a process that has begun now. The two sessions of the Council which 

will be celebrated in late 2020 and early 2021 are merely part of that journey that has already begun. That 

journey has three phases - preparation, we are in the thick of it now; celebration - the two sessions; and 

then implementation, and the Lord alone knows how long that will take. So it’s a long journey and we’re 

not quite sure where it’s going. We are a bit like Abraham - it is an Abrahamic journey. Abraham is called 

by God to leave what is familiar and to set out on a journey to a land that he does not know. Well that’s 

about where we are together. 

 Now, in the speech that he gave on October 17, Pope Francis said that synodality is a concept that is easy 

to put into words (I’m not sure that that’s true actually) but he says it’s easy to put into words but hard to 

put into practice. Now whatever about the first claim that second that it’s hard to put into practice is 

certainly true. One of the things it does entail is a revision of the distinction between a teaching church 

and a learning church. The ‘ecclesia docens’, to use the Latin tag, and the ‘ecclesia dichens’. Now these 

terms had floated around before the Reformation, but it was really in the period after the Council of Trent 

that they were identified in a very particular way. The teaching church was the hierarchy, people like me, 

and the learning church were the people. What the Pope says is “synodality prevents a rigid separation 

between a teaching church and a learning church, because the flock has an instinctive ability to discern 

the new ways that the Lord is revealing to his church. Now this is crucial to understanding, in practice, 

what synodality really means. In other words, those who teach have to listen and those who listen have to 

teach. So that the traditional distinction which arose and became very powerful in the post Tridentine 

period, is as it were, done differently. The distinction is blurred, so that you go from what Pope Francis 

has said back to someone like Pope Gregory the 16th in the early 19th century who says ‘no one can deny 

that the church is an unequal society in which God destined some to be governors and others to be 

servants.’ The latter are the laity and the former the clergy. And so it goes on. Not only governors and 

servants but there are teachers and learners, so the hierarchy are the teachers and the laity are the 

learners. Well that whole distinction is something that the Spirit is calling upon us to revise. 

 



Now, this brings us to the understanding of the sensis fidelium, that sense of the faithful which implies a 

charismatic view of the church. In other words, everyone who is baptised, not just the bishops or those 

who are ordained, everyone who is baptised receives gifts of the Holy Spirit and the question is, not the 

administrative or bureaucratical or hierarchical question, but the charismatic question of what are the 

gifts that have been given and how might these be allowed to flourish for the building up of the Body of 

Christ for the sake of the mission. So that’s what we are talking about - a charismatic understanding of the 

church, a church which is always under the influence of the Holy Spirit. This is crucial to an understanding 

of synodality. I am personally convinced that the whole process that led to the decision to have a Plenary 

Council,and the decision itself were under the influence of the Holy Spirit. If I didn’t think that I wouldn’t 

be standing here talking like this now. I am equally certain that the journey has begun is under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit and any decisions at the Plenary Council will take, because remember it’s not 

just a talkfest, it is in fact a time to make decisions and those decisions will be under the influence of the 

Holy Spirit. 

Now there is a danger in this because the Holy Spirit who is always the consoler is also the disruptor. Once 

we are caught up in the movement of the Holy Spirit, things get messy. If we want things to be neat and 

tidy and clear-cut, this is not the path for you. So we have to live with a certain untidiness, a certain 

messiness, a certain un-clarity, if we are serious about being a church that is on a journey. The word 

“Synod” itself means that, that we are on a journey together. Now, this takes us to the heart of biblical 

religion because at the heart of Scripture there that sense of the journey as the great metaphor for talking 

about who the real God is and who we are and how God relates to us. A journey is a dislocation, moving 

us from one location to another, and that is what God is doing at this time in this land. He is moving us on 

a journey that is a kind of dislocation where we will have to consider all our structures and strategies, and 

asked the question that however valuable and cherished these might have been in the past, are these 

what we need for the preaching of the gospel now? All those questions have to be considered and 

wrestled with because the process again is not easy and it is messy. 

Now, Pope Francis says ‘a synodal church is a church that listens. Now there’s the first word that gives us 

the key, which realises that listening is more than simply hearing. It is a mutual listening in which 

everyone has something to learn. The faithful people, the College of Bishops, the Bishop of Rome - all 

listening to each other and all listening to the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth in order to know what he is 

saying to the churches. This isn’t just a question of style, we are talking substance - what the church is 

called to be as we make this journey together. First of all, the Synod process, the Pope says, begins by 

listening to the People of God - all of them. We are trying to do this in practice with the Plenary Council. 

Not just listen to the voices that speak loudest - that’s fine, they have their place in the chorus certainly, 

but there are many other voices, particularly in a church like ours, the voices say of the so called ethnic 

communities that are often unheard but a more and more part of where the true spiritual energy lies in 

the church in this country at this time. So we are engaged in a process of consultation, trying to listen to 

all voices not just some. The people of God, again, believing that each of the baptised has received gifts of 

the Spirit for the whole church, to build us up for mission. 

The Synod process, the Pope says, then continues by listening to the pastors - the pastors do actually have 

something to say. We too have received gifts. In the past there was a bit of a danger of thinking that the 

pastors, the ordained received all the gifts. This is clearly not true but the pastors receive certain gifts of 

the Spirit, again for the building up of the Body of Christ for the sake of mission. So the voice of the 

pastors which is not the only voice to be heard by any means, the voice of the pastors, the teachers of the 

faith has to be heard. 

 



Finally, the Pope says, the Synod process comes to a kind of point of rest when the whole church listens to 

the voice of the Bishop of Rome, who himself has received particular gifts of the Spirit, again for the 

building up of the church around the World.  

So it’s a kind of a circle. Listening to the people, listening to the pastors, listening to the Bishop of Rome, 

and all of that goes on and on and on like a circle. Everyone listening to everyone, but, and this is the key 

again, everyone listening to the voice of the Holy Spirit. That’s why for the Plenary Council we’ve taken as 

our kind of motto ‘listen to what the Spirit is saying’ taken from the book of Revelation. So that’s our task 

on this journey. Listen to each other, that’s crucial but also everyone, the whole community of faith 

listening to the voice of the Spirit. Now that takes time and it isn’t easy and it is messy. We will have to 

live with the mess without losing our nerve, because the danger is that we can think that somehow this 

has all gone wrong, that the church is running off the rails. We will have to live through moments of that 

kind of uncertainty and that kind of hesitation. But to lose our nerve would be the big mistake  - either to 

sit down and stop journeying or to turn around and go back. That would be the mistake that we can’t 

afford to make. 

Now when I talk about listening to the Spirit I again touch the fountainhead of Scripture. In a sense, the 

word that stands at the very head of the Scripture is ‘listen’. “Listen Israel” (Deuteronomy 6) - listen to 

what? The word that God spoke in the beginning when God said ‘light’ and there was light. This is what 

God is, this is what God does – the Word -  and our task is to listen to that word. So we are right at the 

heart of Scripture when we talk Synod and synodality. The experience of listening, words quoted by Jesus 

in the new Testament. What’s the greatest commandment? Listen Israel. The words repeated every day 

by the Jewish people. The same sense you find in the rule of St Benedict, probably the most influential 

text that Western Christianity has ever composed. What’s the first word of Benedict’s rule? Listen my son 

my daughter to the words of the teacher. We are a listening religion, if you like, called to be a listening 

people in a new way in the new set of circumstances that we face, given the new challenges that we face 

in Australia. 

All of this is for the sake of discernment. Now the word is identified in a particular way with St Ignatius of 

Loyola, the discernment of spirits. It is a process of sifting through all the voices, and there are so many 

voices, some of them dark, but to sift the voices and in the sifting to identify which of the voices is the 

voice of the Holy Spirit. That’s our task, and that process of discernment must always be an experience of 

real prayer. Not just saying prayers. But prayer, and that’s where the journey of the Plenary Council has to 

be, above all, a journey of prayer for the whole church. The word Plenary means everybody so here today, 

I ask you to enter on a journey of prayer, keeping in mind that Christian prayer before it is ever a speaking 

is a listening. You listen to the word of God before ever you speak your own words. If you don’t do that 

it’s not Christian prayer. It might be prayer of some other kind. Christian prayer, born of the Scripture, 

always begins with the experience of listening, and that is what we do as we journey forth now. 

One of the better-known of the Latin American theologians has said that this vision of the church, a 

church where everyone teachers and everyone learns, the church where everyone listens as we journey 

together requires three things: 

First of all, open dialogue on both sides. Now that might sound easy but it’s not. It assumes that the Holy 

Spirit is everywhere - he can just pop up anywhere. The more authority you have to speak the more you 

have to listen. 

Secondly, it requires mutual criticism, but not criticism to knock down but criticism to build up. The 

criticism that is a gift born of love. This touches upon the whole question of accountability. 



The third thing that it requires is a reference to the external. By which is meant we have to keep an eye 

on the world. It’s not just about the church. The Plenary Council is not just about the church. It’s about 

the world. So we always have to be looking outside or beyond the church. And a reference to the Holy 

Spirit. Again I stress this and it is the key, not just to ourselves and what decisions we might make take to 

our own devices, but what is the Holy Spirit prompting the church, driving the church to do. That’s the 

question, beyond ourselves, focusing out there. 

Now all this vision of the church touches upon, and it looks back to what John Paul the second said way 

back at the beginning of the new millennium in that remarkable document, which was in some ways his 

last will and testament - Novo Millenium Iuente, the letter he wrote at the end of the Jubilee year. He 

says the new century will have to see us more than ever intent on valuing and developing forums and 

structures, which in accordance with the second Vatican Council, serve to ensure and safeguard 

communion. A communion again of listening. And he says, we need to make our own the ancient pastoral 

wisdom which without prejudice to their authority, encouraged pastors to listen more widely to the entire 

people of God. Significant is St Benedict’s reminder to the abbot of a monastery, the Pope says, inviting 

him to consult even the youngest members of the community. By the Lord’s inspiration sent Benedict 

says, it is often a younger person who knows what’s best. And St Polinis of Nola urges ‘let’s listen to what 

all the faithful say because in every one of them the Spirit of God breathes.’ 

Is all of this easy? Of course it’s not. It’s hard. In some ways the Plenary Council will be the hardest thing 

we will ever do as Catholics in Australia. Hard because it’s messy; hard because it’s uncertain, we don’t 

have a roadmap or a GPS. As a pastor it can be hard because you hear all kinds of things, some of them 

unrealistic, some of them ill informed, some might be ideological axe grinding, some crazy, some 

heretical, so there has to be a great sifting and that’s hard. And that often involves the question “what’s 

this person really trying to say?” because the real statement can be submerged. You have to read 

between and beneath the lines, and that’s challenging especially when people speak with a bit of intensity 

and emotion. Sometimes you have to read the gaps and the silences when someone doesn’t say rather 

than when someone does say - you have to read their silences as much as their words and that can be 

very difficult. For those who are not ordained which is most of the church, synodality can be hard because 

sometimes pastors can speak to quickly, sometimes in questionable ways. This can be because they think 

they have all the answers, they don’t have enough time, they are in a rush, they refuse to renounce their 

own point of view - to have that kind of humility - or they think they have one answer which applies to 

every case or every situation. Or perhaps they refuse to enter into any kind of dialogue at all or because 

of some kind of fear. 

It is hard for all of us because it means we don’t just listen to ourselves and to those who agree with us. 

We actually have to listen to God and to do that you have to believe that God is speaking - there is a word 

to be heard. 

The wound of sin will always make synodality hard but the healing of grace will always make it’s not only 

possible but even joyful as we take the road together, educating ourselves as Pope Francis says, in the 

patience of God and his time. Now this is what the Spirit is saying to the church in Australia at this time 

and this is, I think, the Kairos of God. 

 

 

 


