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HOW DO WE MOVE

THE NOTION OF SYNODALITY
FROM THE CHURCH BUILDING
TO THE DOMESTIC SPACE
AND THE MARKETPLACE?

Christine E. Burke, IBVM

ABSTRACT

This article argues that calls to make synodality our mode of being the Catholic
community will come to nothing unless we find ways to help ordinary people feel their
lives matter: that in their own way they are called to contribute to the reign of God in
their street, their family, their professional life. Prioritizing “in church” roles as the main
expression of this movement will not activate a renewed sense of every baptized person's
call.

The survival of Synodality will stand or fall depending on whether or not everyday
Catholics feel it touches their lives. The urgency of this challenge cannot be
underestimated. Synodality is not about having more readers and acolytes. It is about
helping people realise the importance of allowing their everyday lives to be transformed
by a recognition that the love of God flows through them to others, because ordinary life is
the stufff of authentic life and real Christianity. “Synodality is a path of spiritual renewal
and structural reform that enables the Church to be more participatory and missionary
so that it can walk with every man and woman, radiating the light of Christ.”

1. Final Document para 28. https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/news/2024-10-
26_final-document/ENG---Documento-finale.pdf
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Bring faith and life together

Whether from a secular culture (Australia) or a more overtly religious
one (Philippines), this is a challenge. The fathers at Vatican II named the
separation of faith from everyday life as a major problem: “This split between the
faith which many profess and their daily lives deserves to be counted among the
more serious errors of our age”.> While more secular cultures have, by and large,
lost the youth from participation in faith communities, those with a more popular
religious culture still do not necessarily make significant links between ethics and
business, between Jesus™ outreach to the poor and the current state of their city

populace: religious practice is devotional but not necessarily lived out.

Synodality is about how we work together

Popular reporting on synodality has often focussed on the questions of
women’s ordination and whether the Catholic community can ensure that
LGBTQI people feel welcome. Both these are critical for Christian credibility
in our time®. Yet, the aim of this synodal renewal is much bigger even than
those key issues. If discussion stays with what happens inside the church
building, this new moment in the church will quickly fade. Synodality is 2
constitutive dimension of the Church®. The focus of synodality has been
stated as spiritual and structural change: how do we reshape the church so
that all feel called to “communion, participation and mission”? How do we
learn to discern? How do learn to listen to different points of view without
dismissing them? These are questions for each one of us- not just the

leadership and not just the those who regularly attend mass. As has been

2. Gandium et Spes 43

3. Final document 52: “The widely expressed pain and suffering on the part of many women
from every region and continent, both lay and consecrated, during the synodal process,
reveal how often we fail to do so”.

4. International Theological Commission: Synodality in the Life and Mission of the Church.
para.5
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said so often, those who have moved, or have been moved, to the edges also

have a contribution to make.

The importance of small groups

It is clear from history that the people need to be involved with others if
they are to work for change’. The Young Christian Worker movement of the
1930s through to today, the BEC movements across the Latin America, Africa
and some parts of Asia, community organizing groups, the feminist
movements of the 70s and 80s attest to the effectiveness of belonging to a
movement or committed group to sustain one for the struggle. Support is
essential when new possibilities are being explored. Now the synodal call to
listen in small groups and distil our sense of what the Holy Spirit is asking is
another example of the importance of a group-based call to conversion. Many
have pointed to the polarisation of our society, be it in Korea, the USA or
South Sudan. The process the Synod has set up encouraging people to really
listen to each other, and to the Holy Spirit in the silence of their own hearts
can assist in so many situations.® Conversation in the Spirit is a key ingredient
in this, but it does have to be learned and practiced!

My concern is that we need to find ways to attract people to join in this
process. I have noticed that the two parishes I attend in Quezon City have
carefully avoided any use of the word ‘synodality’. I understand that it is not a
people friendly word, and most writing on synodality tends to rely heavily on
abstract words and ideas. However, avoiding the term means that most people
have no sense of the bigger picture into which homilies about ‘every baptised
person having a mission’ fit. They certainly have no sense that they are part of
a world-wide shift in the understanding of what it means to be ‘church’. This

is leaving them ill-prepared for changes that hopefully will come!

5. Final Document: 50 ff.

6. Final Document : 9
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Thomas O’Meara in his book Theology of Ministry defined ministry as:
“A public activity of a baptised follower of Jesus Christ flowing from the
Spirit’s charism and an individual personality on behalf of the Christian

community, to witness, to serve and realise the Kingdom of God”’

The importance of everyday life

When one thinks of the ways that people in our communities “serve
and realise the Kingdom of God” various groups spring to mind: firefighters;
street sweepers; advocates for justice; parents-especially home-based mothers;
young people reaching out to others; caring neighbours®; ... the list could go
on, but rarely do such people see the work they are doing as linked to their
baptismal call.

Could some way of recognising these efforts as building the reign of God
encourage and deepen the purpose of these ordinary activities? Pope Francis
has urged us to care for our planet: without garbage collectors and street
sweepers, we would be knee deep in rubbish, and that does not promote peace
and community! The church does recognise that lawyers, teachers and doctors
have a vocation of service to others. Many dioceses have occasional masses for
those professions, but I wonder if we have been so trapped by society’s value
of these roles to the extent that we fail to explore the link between the reign of
God and jobs that have less status attached to them?

The phrase in O’Meara’s definition “on behalf of the Christian
community” is critical here. The community needs to realise and appreciate
the actions of others on our behalf and the people themselves need to see how
this, their normal everyday activity, can link into their sense of belonging to
the Christian community.

I would like to suggest a few ways that could be explored to spread the
understanding of mission to the everyday Sunday mass attender, and possibly
beyond that.

7. Thomas O’Meara: Theology of Ministry Paulist N.Y. 1983 p 143

8. Final document 58
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Building small communities of people with common concerns

First, could the process used for the RCIA be adapted and broadened?
In many dioceses the RCIA process is used to introduce people who are
applying to join our faith communities.” It is a process that involves more
established Community members meeting with new inquirers, and in an
atmosphere of friendship providing a community base for the person secking
to join. It is not direct instruction, but a shared exploration of how the church
tradition has grappled with relating the Word of God to the questions arising
in everyday life. It is sometimes lamented that after the inquirer is baptised, he
or she can feel at a loss as to how the sense of community they have experienced
might continue. It has been suggested that about 120 people is the upper limit
if one wants to have a real sense of belonging to a community. Our Sunday
masses suffer from being large anonymous gatherings where one can attend
and be ‘unseen’ for years. Having multiple masses increases the likelihood of
new people slipping through the cracks, rather than feeling welcomed as
newcomers to a parish.

If parishes could gather people from similar jobs into a small group to
reflect on the way they are building God’s reign, this could deepen their
engagement with scripture, and bond them together- and also be a way that a
more personal sense of community could grow.® This is virtually what the
BEC movement aimed at, but often that has meandered into a rosary group or
a small remnant who remain committed. People employed in like tasks could
be commissioned at a Sunday liturgy, with a short and simple ceremony. This
might also help those attending the liturgy — in the case of commissioning
street sweepers for example-to recognise the service we often take for granted
and also to become more aware of our responsibility towards caring for our
environment. Connections can be made with other ways people build the
reign of God- in hospitals, in prisons, in aged-care facilities.

With what has been learned through “Conversations in the Spirit” such

small groups could be structured to ensure a voice for all, to enable listening to

9. Final document 26-27
10. Final Document 35; 59.
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each other and the Spirit in our hearts and become a place of learning
discernment and recognition of the value of varied experiences. Are our current
seminarians being taught to lead groups in conversation in the Spirie?!!
Certainly some way of bringing parents of young children together
encouraging them to devise ways of claiming the home space as a ‘home-
church’- recognizing their call to help young children develop a sense of
wonder, forgiveness, gratitude, care for others could support them through
difficult years. The sense of the family meal as in some ways a ‘mini-eucharist”
which gives thanks to God for the good things received could prepare children
for a deeper understanding of the Sunday Eucharist as a gathering of many
like-minded families. This would certainly be so if we learned from our Jewish
brethren for whom the special Sabbath meal is absolutely central in deepening
and maintaining the faith of upcoming generations. When we compare this to
the way Catholic communities rushed to offer people a “virtual Mass” online,
led by someone outside the family, rather than a family meal where children
learned how their parents connected the scripture to ordinary life, it suggests
we are not good at sharing our faith and have become adept at outsourcing
faith-related matters to the priests. Family has to be the site from which faith
grows. Small groups could search together for ways that are manageable and
might work, companions on the journey would increase confidence by small

steps and also build bonds with other like-minded people.

Vocation of every Christian

My second suggestion is that we change our use of the word “vocation”.
For over 1000 years we have separated out the celibate life from the married or
single life, and seen those “chosen” for this life as “special”. Rafael Luciani sees
this as one of the key contributors to clericalism.'” Is it not time to recognise
that every baptized person has a vocation? Priesthood and religious life are
important possibilities in our Christian community: they have kept alive a

strong sense of discipleship, witnessed to a life-long exploration of a spiritual

11. Final document: 148

12. See Situating Collegiality within Synodality (Asian Horizons, Vol. 15, nol 1 March 2021.p 37)
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life, and contributed enormously to outreach to the poor, the sick, to young
people in need of education, to celebrating and supporting the community.
However, Vatican II was strong in its affirmation that baptism is the key
sacrament. The document on the church placed the people of God ahead of
any discussion of hierarchy. The synodal vision of all called to participation
flows from this. Any celibate who is aware of the demands on his or her married
siblings- with young children, with difficult teenagers, with an ageing partner,
knows that any claim to greater holiness in the celibate life is contradicted by
the facts, whatever about the term ‘consecrated life’. But our language not only
ignores this, but unintentionally belittles the call of others. If we see only priests
and religious as having a vocation, then work for the reign of God is over to
them, and 99% of the Christian community is excluded.

Reform the liturgy

My third suggestion is that the liturgical theologians (and everyday
baptized Christians) go through the words of the liturgy with a fine-tooth
comb and consider ways prayers can be more intelligible, inclusive and direct.
As a native English speaker there are times I barely understand the convoluted
language and obscure ideas that are being voiced. There are other times I
wonder how single people feel when the emphasis is on families? How married
people feel when the priests and religious get a mention, and the rest are swept
together as the amorphous ‘faithful’. I know how I feel language excludes me
as a female participant! There must be better ways, poetic and plain, that the
language of our liturgies can work to include all. Many people have pointed
out that our language shapes the reality that we see. While some effort has been
made to recognise the 80% of mass participants who are women, there is still
a long way to go to ensure women feel included.'” Responses we take for
granted like “and with your spirit” might unintentionally imply that only the
priest leading this service has the Holy Spirit. Why not “and with you?”

13. Final document 53
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Homilies given by appropriate baptized

It makes eminent sense that the task of unpacking the Word of God on
a Sunday be undertaken by people who can connect this with everyday life.
This means drawing on the gifts of those women and men who can share the
connections they make between family, daily work, and the Word of God.
There are many of them out there, as online homilists have shown'“. This does
not require ordination. Yes we will need to work with such people to ensure
that they grasp the heart of the message of God’s love, but many lay people
have opted to deepen their faith through spirituality, adult faith education or
prayer groups, have committed themselves to retreats, and have undertaken —
at their own expense- academic courses. The community can call forward these
people to share their insights and struggles. Podcasts are widely available which
demonstrate the power of using those gifted in this way. Even when priests
make connections to society beyond the confines of the church building or
their own celibate experience, it is rare that this rings as true as the woman or
man reflecting on their own experience as parent, as paramedic, as barangay
(neighbourhood) leader. Yes, we need to ensure that heresy is not preached,
but more important than that we need to ensure that people see that Jesus
Christ is relevant in the ups and downs of their relationships and lives. Linked
to this is the possibility that parishes might encourage interested people to click
onto one or more of the numerous excellent videos or podcasts on Synodality
that are available from top theologians- but they would have to vet them first
to see which ones were in accessible language, and this in itself might help more

clergy become familiar with what is being proposed!

Updating of priests is critical in this process

Vatican II was hampered by the fact that clergy were not given time off
to reflect on or understand the key findings. This updating MUST happen
alongside other baptized Catholics. Having days for clergy alone is a recipe for

14. See Catholic Women Preach:
https:/ /www.youtube.com/channel/UC6S1xU7MztDHQVZCkFRcDmwor Australian
women preach podcasts


https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC6S1xU7MzrDHQVZCkFRcDmwor
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disaster, as it is only with others that they will discover the gift of this way of
being church.” If people see bishops and priests willing to learn alongside
them, not as experts but as co-learners, they will experience that this call to
conversion is for everyone. “Synodality, therefore, invites the whole Church,
including those who exercise authority, to conversion and reform” 1.
Especially if the input is from qualified women, a change in perception will
occur for all participants.

Some understanding of synodality will be critical when we call on people
to be part of groups helping in the evaluation of priests and bishops. Helping
people find positive ways to encourage, but also to give honest feed-back can
lead to much greater support for these leaders. In cultures where a ‘critique’ is
read as a criticism, this process will only work if people have learned alongside
cach other. “During this synodal journey, we have sought to hear this Voice
and to welcome it. In prayer and dialogue, we have recognised that ecclesial
discernment, the care for decision-making processes, the commitment to
accountability and the evaluation of our decisions are practices through which

we respond to the Word that shows us the paths of mission.””

Ensuring that women have equal access

Finally, this will seem an unnecessary addition to those who come from
dioceses where both men and women are ministers of the Eucharist. But in
diocese like Cubao, where only men (or when needed a religious sister), are
allowed to perform this role, it will help the people of God move forward if
they see that women have equal access to this ministry. “This Assembly asks
for full implementation of all the opportunities already provided for in
Canon Law with regard to the role of women, particularly in those places

where they remain underutilised. There is no reason or impediment that

15. FD 143: “There was also a marked insistence throughout the synodal process upon the need
for a common and shared formation, in which men and women, laity, consecrated persons,
ordained ministers and candidates for ordained ministry participate together, thus enabling
them to grow together in knowledge and mutual esteem and in the ability to collaborate.”

16. Final Document 33.
17. Final Document 79
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should prevent women from carrying out leadership roles in the Church:
what comes from the Holy Spirit cannot be stopped.”'® In 2025, to only
commission men in this role is to undermine equality of men and women as
created in the image of God.

In this short article I have argued that as a church we are going to need
a variety of approaches which will help this notion of synodality move from
the pages of articles and final reports to people’s everyday lives. How this will
best happen will emerge when we ask those involved: what would they like to
know? What are their suggestions? The alternative is for this notion of People

of God to get lost again within a renewed flurry of clericalism.
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18. Final document 60
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