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P such overflows of love happen, above all, at the crossroads

at moments of openness, fragility, and humility, when

of life,
the dams of our self-sufficiency,

the ocean of His love bursts

and so allows for a new imagination of the possible.

My concern s Pope has been to encourage such overflows
within the Church by reinvigorating the ancient practice of
synodality- I have wanted to develop this ancient process not
just for the sake of the Church but as 2 service to a humanity
that is so often locked in paralyzed disagreements.

The term comes from the Greek syn-odos, “walking to-
gether,” and this is its goal: not so much to forge agreement
as to recognize, honor, and reconcile differences on 2 higher
plane where the best of each can be retained. In the dynamic
of a synod, differences are expressed and polished until you
reach, if not consensus, @ harmony that holds on to the sharp
notes of its differences. This is what happens in music: with
seven different musical notes with their sharps and flats a

harmony is created that allows for the better articulation of

the singularities of each note. Therein Jies its beauty: the har-

mony that results can be complex, rich, and unexpected. In the
Church the one who brings about that harmony is the Holy

Spirit.
I like to see the beginning of ecclesial synodality in the

early Church when the apostles gathered to wrestle with a

question that divided them: Should non-Jewish people be
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At its best, this is what happens, for example, in the Eu-
ropean Union: achieving reconciliation in difference. The EU
has been through a difficult period. But to watch its members
reach agreement on a coronavirus bailout package—all those
different agendas and views, the furious trading and negoti-
ation—was an example of this attempt to harmonize differ-
ences within an overall effort to seek unity. That is what I
mean when I compare this with synodality, and why perhaps
our experience within the Church can help our world at large.
Let’s look at what happens, and perhaps learn some lessons.

There have been three synods during my time as Pope: on the
family, on young people, and on Amazonia. At each, more
than two hundred bishops and cardinals and laypeople gath-
ered from across the world to carry out a discernment over a
period usually of three weeks, at the end of which the bishops
voted on the concluding document. This process, instituted
by Saint Paul VI, has grown and developed, raising along the
way new questions to answer. That is why I would like to see,
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are not traditional truths of Christian doctrine. The Synod is
concerned mainly with how teaching can be lived and applied
in the changing contexts of our time. The three Synods—on
the Family (2014 and 2015), on Young People (2018), and

on Amazonia (2019)—have played a vital role in opening up

new ways of caring for people and places facing particular
challenges.

What characterizes a synodal path is the role of the Holy
Spirit. We listen, we discuss in groups, but above all we pay
Jttention to what the Spirit has to say to us. That is why I ask
everyone to speak frankly and to listen carefully to others be-
cause, there, too, the Spirit is speaking. Open to changes and
new possibilities, the Synod is for everyone an experience of
conversion. Hence one of the changes in the process: periods
of silence between speeches to allow those in attendance to be
better aware of the motions of the Spirit.

Synods produce intense discussion, which is good: they
involve different reactions and responses to those who think
differently or have particular positions. We do not all react in
the same way. We have also seen in many cases how, faced with
disagreement, different groups attempting to interfere in the
synodal process try to impose their ideas, either by applying
pressure inside the Synod, or outside it, by distorting and dis-
crediting the views of those who do not think as they do.

This, too, is a good sign, because wherever the Spirit of
God is present, so, t00, are temptations to silence it or distract
from it. (If the Spirit weren't present, those forces wouldn't
bother.) We saw the bad spirit in some of the “noise” outside
the synod hall, as well as within it: in the fear, the panic, the
claims that the Synod is a conspiracy to undermine Church
doctrine, that the Church is closed to nev:l.xays of thinking,
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facing. But in some cases journalists run the risk of con-
is facilip:

using contrapositions with polailriz?tions,.reducing the synod
dynamic to simplistic yes-no bmarl.es as if the Synf)d were a
dramatic showdown between Opposing forces. That is not how
it feels inside the synod hall. However, sometimes the media
narrative ends up undermining the capacity for discernment.

We saw this in the Synod on the Family, where the aim was
to move beyond some of the “casuistic” thinking that prevents
the Church from dealing with difficult cases with the nuanced
approach of its own healthy Tradition. Jesus condemns the ca-
suistry of the doctors of the law, for example, in chapter 23 of
Matthew’s Gospel. Using these kinds of categories to judge sit-
uations made it hard, on the one hand, to grasp the complexity
of real-life situations, and on the other, hindered the Church’s
ability to offer support and guidance to people using Gospel
categories.

In the Synod on the Family this was naturally a much
broader question than the specific issue of the pastoral care
of the divorced or separated and remarried and their access
to the sacraments, as many believed. Yet the framing of the
synod by media linked to particular groups reduced and sim-
plified the whole work of the Synod to this one issue, as if
this synod had been called solely to decide whether or not to
allow divorced and remarried people to receive Communion.
The narrative was set that the Church should either “relax the
rules” or maintain its “strict” stance. In other words, the media
frame reflecting that narrative reinforced the very casuistry

the Synod was seeking to move beyond.

The bad spirit conditioned the discernment, favoring
positions on cither side (“for” or “against”) and encouraging
debilitating conflicts. The effect was to reduce the spiritual
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In the Synod on Amazonia of October 2019, there was a sim-
ilar polarization over a secondary issue, but this time without,
for now, a resolution by overflow.

The synod was called to highlight the challenges facing the
region and its peoples, including the destruction of the rain-
forest, the murders of indigenous leaders, the marginalization
of the indigenous, and the difficulties facing the Church in the
region. Yet some people in and through the media again re-
duced the whole synodal process to the issue of whether or not
the Church would be willing to ordain married men, the so-
called viri probati, even though that question took up a mere
three lines in a thirty-page preparatory document.

The fantasy that the synod was “about” this issue mini-
mized and simplified all the region’s huge challenges. So that

when my apostolic exhortation Querida Amazonia came out

in February 2020, many felt disappointed or relieved because
» It was as if nobody was in-

“the Pope did not open that door:
cultural, social, and pastoral

terested in the region’s ecological,
dramas; the synod had “failed” because it didn’t authorize the

ordination of the viri probati.
In reality, the synod was a breakthrough in many ways:
mission and a vision to stand with the na-

it gave us a clear
and the land; and to defend culture and

g live peoples, the poor
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(hese SIgNS of the Spirit coulfl easily be ech?sed by the. narrow
focus On the disputed question of broadening the priesthood
1o include married men.

[n walking together, reading the signs of the times, open
to the new things of the Spirit, we might take some lessons
from this ancient church experience of synodality which I
have sought to revive.

First: We need a respectful, mutual listening, free of ide-
ology and predetermined agendas. The aim is not to reach
agreement by means of a contest between opposing positions,
but to journey together to seek God’s will, allowing differences
to harmonize. Most important of all is the synodal spirit: to
meet each other with respect and trust, to believe in our shared
unity, and to receive the new thing that the Spirit wishes to re-
veal to us.

Second: Sometimes this new thing means resolving dis-
puted questions through overflow. Breakthroughs happen,
often at the last minute, leading to a meeting of the minds that
allows us to move forward. But the overflow might equally
mean an invitation to change our way of thinking and our
lenses, to shed our rigidity and our agendas, and look in places
we never noticed before. Ours is a God of Surprises, who is

always ahead of us.

Third: This is a patient process, which does not come eas-
ily to our impatient age. But perhaps, in lockdown, we have
learned better how to approach it.

In nineteenth-century Argentina, at a time of frequent
wars between strong Jocal governors known as caudillos, the
story is told of a caudillo who was beating a retreat in the midst
of a torrential downpour. He gave the order to pitch camp until

the skies cleared. But as it was passed from mouth to mouth






