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European Laity Forum – Berlin 2025.06.14 – Pilgrims of hope, walking together in a synodal 

church – Alphonse Borras (UCLouvain) 

 

 

Some implementation tracks 

of the Final Document “For a Synodal Church” 

 
 

Without concrete changes in the short term, 

the vision of a synodal Church will not be credible, 

 and this will alienate those members of the People of God  

who have drawn strength and hope from the synodal journey.  

Local Churches need to find ways to implement these changes 

 (Final Document [FD] 94) 

 

Participatory bodies one of the most promising areas  

in which to act for rapid implementation of the synodal guidelines,  

bringing about perceptible changes speedily  

(FD 103 in fine) 

 

 

The 16th Ordinary General Assembly (OGA) of the Synod of Bishops came to a close on 27 

October 2024 at the end of the second session of its celebration phase. Like all synods, this one 

had been preceded by the consultation phase (2021-2023) and was intended to lead to the 

implementation phase, or rather the reception phase according to the current canonical term. 

This Synod of Bishops “For a Synodal Church” was based on the trilogy of “communion, 

participation, mission”, with this constituting the subtitle and setting out the major issues. 

Fortunately, the final document bears this title. 

The general question posed at the start of the consultation in the Preparatory Document 

(=PD) of September 2021 was as follows: “How does this ‘journeying together’, which takes 

place today on different levels (from the local level to the universal one), allow the Church to 

proclaim the Gospel in accordance with the mission entrusted to Her; and what steps does the 

Spirit invite us to take in order to grow as a synodal Church?” (PD 2)1. 

From the outset, the synodal process was intended to be “in the wake of the “aggiornamento” 

of the Church proposed by the Second Vatican Council’ (PD 1). At the end of its celebration 

and on the threshold of its reception, this Synod 2021-2024 must be understood as a major 

moment in the reception of this Council. On 26 October 2024, by announcing that he would not 

be publishing an apostolic exhortation following this synod, Pope Francis endorsed the Final 

Document (=FD) of the Synod Mothers and Fathers. This is a first. He has made no changes to 

it. In other words, he has respected it as an expression of the symbiosis between the bishops 

and the people of God.  

What is more, on 25 November 2024, in response to the doubts raised about the magisterial 

authority of the FD, Pope Francis published an “Accompanying Note” (=AN) to the document 

                                                           
1 This document, like all the others relating to the synodal process ‘For a synodal Church’, which began in 2021 

and is still ongoing, can be consulted on the Synod.va website of the General Secretariat of the Synod. To avoid 

overloading this text with sub-page references and to make it easier to read, we refer you to the Vatican website. 
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in which he expressly affirmed that he had approved it and, by his signature, had decided to 

publish it, joining with the “we” of the Assembly. In the said note, he specified that the FD 

belongs to the ordinary magisterium of the Pope (see Const. Ap. Episcopalis Communio de 

2018 [=EC] art. 18 § 1 and Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 892). It is as such that it must 

be welcomed – and therefore not simply as a “document of the Synod”. Nevertheless, it assumes 

what was expressed by the Synod Fathers and Mothers, while saying that it is not “strictly 

normative” but that its application will need “different mediations” by encouraging Local 

Churches to make choices consistent with what is stated in it” (=AN). 

What would be the role of the European Lay Forum (ELF) in implementing the FD of Synod 

2021-2024 with a view to the Ecclesial Assembly in October 2028? It is not for me to answer 

this question. However, I can suggest a few things to think about in order to encourage the local 

Churches - the dioceses and their various components, pastoral councils and coordination of 

the lay apostolate - in implementing the FD. This document is very rich. I do not claim to present 

it exhaustively. I propose to deal with a few questions which, in my opinion, deserve to be 

considered by the European delegates to the ELF in order to encourage and accompany the 

reception of the FD. I will limit myself to five implementation tracks to this end. 

 

1. Adopting the method of conversation in the Spirit 

The Synod Fathers and Mothers did not hesitate to say in the FD that the fruits of the synod 

process, particularly in its celebratory phase, matured “thanks to conversation in the Spirit” (FD 

10). The equivalent expression “spiritual conversation” is sometimes used. I prefer to speak of 

conversation “in the Spirit”.  

It’s a method that unfolds in three stages to encourage the sharing of experiences, the 

examination of a question, the preparation of a decision, and so on. It starts with an initial period 

of strict, attentive listening to each participant, without interrupting in any way; after a moment 

of silence, comes the second period, during which each participant expresses what struck him 

or her, what left an impression, what affected him or her in the words of the others. Finally, also 

after a moment of silence, there is a third stage in which the participants’ comments are brought 

together according to their similarities, without denying or dismissing the differences, but 

always in line with the goal assigned to the conversation. This method is based on listening to 

and respecting the participants, encourages dialogue and discernment, and prepares the ground 

for developing and taking decisions. 

I recently learned that this method also exists outside the Church under the name of 

“generative conversation” where, alternating between silence and dialogue, the participants 

listen not only to what they are saying but also to what others are saying and to what the system 

is saying. In the field of complex thought, this allows collective intelligence to emerge and co-

creation to shape a ‘we’ and transform the participants (cf. for example 

https://nexusconsultation.com/2022/04/14/dialogue-generatif-les-4-champs-de-la-

conversation/ ). The Synod Fathers and Mothers also emphasised, as if in passing, that this type 

of conversation/dialogue implements “an anthropological reality found in different peoples and 

cultures, who gather together in solidarity to deal with and decide matters vital to the 

community” (FD 45). When we say “in the Spirit”, we are obviously referring to a believing 

reading of the process that we interpret in faith under the effect of grace: “Conversing ‘in the 

Spirit’ means living the experience of sharing in the light of faith and seeking God’s will in an 

evangelical atmosphere within which the Holy Spirit’s unmistakable voice can be heard”(ib.). 

We believe that the Holy Spirit is at work in the hearts of individuals and in the world, as 

well as in our communities and in the Church. This faith-based reading makes us aware of the 

fact that each and every one of us, by virtue of our baptism, shares in the ‘prophetic’ function 

of Christ and his ecclesial body. This brings us back to the ‘sense of faith’, sensus fidei fidelium, 

https://nexusconsultation.com/2022/04/14/dialogue-generatif-les-4-champs-de-la-conversation/
https://nexusconsultation.com/2022/04/14/dialogue-generatif-les-4-champs-de-la-conversation/
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that flair or instinct of all believers to discern what is truly in line with the Gospel and its 

meaning (cf. LG 12b). Pope Francis liked to evoke this conciliar passage, commenting on it in 

these terms: “The presence of the Spirit gives Christians a certain connaturality with divine 

realities, and a wisdom which enables them to grasp those realities intuitively, even when they 

lack the wherewithal to give them precise expression” (Apost. Exhort. Evangelii Gaudium 

[=EG] 119). 

The Holy Spirit is the one who nourishes this sense of faith in the faithful. He does not act 

vertically and immediately, but through human and historical mediations, through what we 

discern with our intelligence and our affections, our concepts and our sensitivities, in order to 

know and recognise the traces of God in our lives and in history, by listening to the Word of 

God; the Scriptures play here the role of decoder of the ‘signs of the times’, the events through 

which God ‘speaks’ to us. God can never be recognised immediately, but always through 

mediations, at the heart of our lives and history. Is this not the experience of the people of the 

Bible from the very beginning? 

Practising conversation “in the Spirit” means being ready together to welcome what he says 

to the Churches (Rev 2:7), so that we can respond and correspond as closely as possible to what 

the Lord expects of us, here and now, in order to be “the Church of God in this place”. 

It is a tool for listening and discernment for the community of Jesus’ disciples, who are aware 

that the Risen Lord is within them, gathering them together and sending them out: “where two 

or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt 18:18). In this way, the 

community becomes in this place the ecclesial body of Christ, inhabited by his Spirit to share 

the good news of the Gospel. In other words, ecclesial or community discernment is oriented 

towards ‘mission’ as communication of the Gospel. It presupposes individual and collective 

conversion. 

 

2. Entering the triple conversion dynamic 

The synodal process begun in 2021 culminated, at the end of the celebration phase, in a 

document that articulates a threefold conversion: personal or spiritual conversion to respond as 

well as possible to what the Lord expects of me; pastoral or community conversion to respond 

as well as possible to what the Lord expects of his Church in this place so that the Gospel may 

be communicated (proclaimed, celebrated and attested); and conversion or structural reform 

or, better said, institutional reform “enables the Church to be more participatory and missionary 

so that it can walk with every man and woman, radiating the light of Christ” (FD 28). In the jargon 

of Pope Francis, conversion was not reduced to its individual spiritual dimension, but had to be 

lived in Church – not without the other disciples of Jesus – so that it becomes a collective 

process in which each person is personally involved, but not without the others. The theme of 

conversion is the common thread running through the FD. 

Part I deals with the heart of synodality with the subtitle “called by the Spirit to conversion” 

(FD 13-48). Part II deals with the conversion of relationships, with the metaphor of the boat 

(FD 49-78), suggesting that the faithful are embarked all together, in the diversity of their 

charisms, vocations and ministries (FD 49-78), leading to the articulation of ministries (in the 

service of harmony, FD 68-74) and an increasing participation of the laity ‘together for the 

mission’ (FD 75-78). 

Part III is no longer entitled “journeys” as in the Instrumentum Laboris [=IL] of 2024 (cf. 

nos. 51-79): the Synod Fathers preferred to speak of the conversion of “processes” (FD 79-

108), evoking Jesus’ injunction to “cast out the net” (cf. Jn 21:5-6). Individual and community 

discernment, based on the differentiated co-responsibility of all, leads to decision-making 

processes that require “a climate of trust” that must accompany pastors and other members of 

the faithful (cf. FD 79) and underpin the elaboration of decisions (FD 80). The assembly has 
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clearly understood that, in a consultation, the pastoral authority has the duty to listen to the 

faithful and that it can no longer act as if it had not listened to them and that, in the event of a 

majority, it must support it (cf. FD no. 91, citing 1983 Code of Canon Law, c. 127 § 2, 2°). 

Otherwise, it is drifting towards isolation. It has also successfully articulated ecclesial 

discernment (FD 81-86) and decision-making processes (FD 87-94) with the threefold 

requirement of transparency (or [the requirement] of clarity and truth, cf. FD 96), 

accountability and evaluation, in particular of those responsible for office (cf. FD 95-102), 

without neglecting the indispensable institutional mediation of participatory bodies (FD 103-

108). 

Part IV deals with the conversion of relationships, using the metaphor of the abundant catch 

of fish (Jn 21:8-11 ; FD 109-139), taking up again the considerations of IL 2024 on geographical 

places and relational spaces, parishes and other ecclesial realities (“firmly rooted yet pilgrims”, 

FD 110-119), to then address the exchange of gifts at the different levels of the Church’s life 

(FD 120-123) and deal with “links for unity” through the Episcopal Conferences and the 

Ecclesial Assemblies (FD 124-130) as well as the service of the Bishop of Rome (FD 130-139).  

Part V, “So I send you” (Jn 20:21-22), deals with the formation of missionary disciples 

(“Forming a People for Missionary Discipleship”, FD 140-151). Careful reading of these pages 

convinces us that it is a question of articulating a triple dimension, that of “knowledge”, that of 

“know-how” and that of “knowing how to be” in a process where the formators are not simply 

transmitters, but accompaniers in a learning process where we learn together, not without others, 

to become missionary disciples. The conclusion of the FD takes up the quotation from Is 25:6-

8 about the eschatological banquet that the Risen Lord is already having with the disciples he 

sends out (Jn 21:8, 12-13; FD 152-155). 

 

3. Starting from the common condition of all the baptised 

The Church emerges where men and women – as sublime as they are wretched - claim to be 

of Christ, “Christians” by virtue of baptism. The sacrament of baptism immerses human beings 

in the death and resurrection of Christ to make them partakers of God’s grace. Through Christ, 

with him and in him, they are inscribed in a double relationship of filiation and fraternity. 

Through Christ, the Unique Son, the baptised are made adoptive sons (cf. Rom 8:15-16; Gal 

4:6) at the same time as, turned with him towards the Father (cf. Jn 1:1; Eph 2:18), they live by 

his Spirit and are received into a brotherhood: brothers and sisters are given to them. This new 

life of baptism gives them a real status in the Church, of which they are full members by grace. 

As soon as they have been touched, to whatever degree, by the Word of God, all the baptised 

are answerable for the grace that has been given to them and take part together in the 

proclamation of the Gospel, but each according to his vocation, charisms or ministry (cf. 1 Pet 

4:9). There is among them a “true equality in dignity and activity” (Code 1983 can. 208, cf. 

Vatican II Lumen Gentium [=LG] 32c, which added “common”), ‘by virtue of which all 

cooperate in building up the Body of Christ’ (ib.). It is indeed one of the major fruits of the 

Second Vatican Council to have emphasised the dignity of all the baptised, beyond the clergy-

laity divide, by highlighting the vocation of each and every one and their contribution to the 

mission that God has entrusted to the Church to accomplish in the world (cf. LG 31a; cf. can. 

204 § 1 in fine). 

Baptized persons therefore participate in his mission in the world, certainly according to 

their proper condition and in virtue of the charisms that are theirs (Rom 12:5-6; 1 Pet 4:9-10 cf. 

LG 31a; Vatican II Apostolicam Actuositatem [=AA] 3d; Unitatis Redintegratio [=UR] 2b; can. 

204 § 1). All are equal, but all are different because of the different gifts of the Spirit for the 

edification of the whole body (1 Cor 12:4, 12-27; Eph 4:11-12, 16, 25; 5:30).  
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I willingly recall that, in his post-synodal apostolic exhortation Christifideles laici of 1988 

(=ChL) on the vocation and mission of the lay faithful in the Church and in the world, John 

Paul II set out to “ to stir and promote a deeper awareness among all the faithful of the gift and 

responsibility they share, both as a group and as individuals, in the communion and mission of 

the Church” (ChL 2 in fine). “Because of the one dignity flowing from Baptism”, wrote John 

Paul II, “each member of the lay faithful, together with ordained ministers and men and women 

religious, shares a responsibility for the Church's mission” (ChL 15a cf. 21a in fine). 

These gifts of the Spirit are recognised and welcomed in the lives of the baptised, within the 

community, but also in the world where the Holy Spirit brings his work of sanctification to 

perfection (see Eucharistic Prayer IV). These gifts that the baptised receive are the subject of 

discernment in the Church, with others so as not to be mistaken in spirit, and to recognise in 

them the action of the Spirit of Christ (cf. 1 Thess 5:19, 21; 1 Cor 12:3 and Rom 10:9; 1 Jn 

4:13-15; cf. LG 12b; AA 3d in fine). 

In the ecclesial body of Christ, given the organic diversity of its members (1 Cor 12:12-30), 

the charisms are complementary “so that everyone, in his own way and in unity, contributes to 

the common work” (LG 30, cf. ChL 32 in fine). This contribution of all the baptised is not 

undifferentiated; each participates according to his or her own condition (LG 32a.c; cann. 204 

§ 1, 207 and 208; cf. ChL 15a, 21a in fine). All the baptised – lay people, consecrated persons 

and ordained ministers – are thus co-responsible for the mission and, as such, are called to be 

witnesses of the coming Kingdom. The FD of October 2024 emphasised on more than one 

occasion the differentiated co-responsibility of all the baptised: their participation is in fact 

promoted ‘on the basis of differentiated co-responsibility, valuing the abilities and gifts of all 

with a view to shared decision-making’ (FD 89; cf. also 7, 26, 28, 36, 48, 63, 74, 77, 80 and134). 

See the appendix for Cardinal Prevost’s address to the Synodal Assembly of October 2024 on 

co-responsibility in the local Church and the canons relating to the Diocesan Pastoral Council. 

It’s easy to understand why, when he inaugurated the synodal process on 9 October 2021, 

Pope Francis, after recalling the equal dignity of the baptised “in the diversity of their ministries 

and charisms”, described their commitment “to participate in the life of the Church and its 

mission” as “indispensable”. Their baptism is their “identity card”! Restored to their dignity as 

children of God, the baptised are welcomed into the ecclesial fraternity where they journey 

together in the midst of history, listening to the Word of God and its resonance through the 

signs of the times. 

This leads us to appreciate the theological description that the Synod Fathers and Mothers 

gave of the concept of “Synodality”: “the walking together of Christians with Christ and towards 

God’s Kingdom, in union with all humanity. Orientated towards mission, synodality involves 

gathering at all levels of the Church for mutual listening, dialogue, and community discernment. It 

also involves reaching consensus as an expression of Christ rendering Himself present, He who is 

alive in the Spirit. Furthermore, it consists in reaching decisions according to differentiated co-

responsibilities.” (FD 26; my underlining). 

The Council Fathers of Vatican II emphasised to pastors the contribution of all, especially 

the laity, to the proclamation of the Gospel in the midst of this world: “Sacred pastors are well 

aware of the importance of the contribution of the laity to the good of the whole Church. They 

know that they themselves have not been instituted by Christ to assume on their own the whole 

of the Church’s saving mission to the world; their magnificent task consists in understanding 

their mission as pastors to the faithful and in recognising the ministries and graces proper to 

them, so that everyone in his or her own way and in unity contributes to the common work (lat. 

cuncti suo modo ad commune opus unanimiter cooperentur)” (LG 30; my emphasis). 

An authentically synodal Church can only be achieved through the participation of all the 

faithful and their pastors, since all share in its communion of grace and, each in his own way, 
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are co-responsible for its mission: communion and mission presuppose the participation of all. 

This participation flows from communion and at the same time generates mission. This is the 

meaning of the triptych of the synodal process “communion, participation, mission”, which 

outlines a vision of the Church that is inclusive, participatory and missionary! 

 

4. Promoting participatory bodies 

The synodal process is part of the participatory dynamic encouraged by Vatican II and the 

post-conciliar magisterium. An authentically synodal Church can only encourage the pastors to 

listen to the faithful and the partnership or participation of all in the life, governance and mission 

of the Church, at whatever level. From the perspective of the governance of the ecclesial 

community in the diversity of its forms (diocese, parishes, movements, etc.), the FD emphasises 

the ‘widest possible’ participation of the baptised (FD 87; see 77 and 82. This involves, among 

other things, these “institutional means” (FD 94 and 103; FD 89 “institutional arrangements”; 

see authentical italian text “mediazioni istituzionali”) first and foremost of the local Church 

“already provided for by canon law” (sic, FD 103; cf. 89 and 94). 

Mention of the institutional mediations of the law suggests its role in ecclesial life through 

the regulation it carries out with a view to protecting the adherence of the faithful to the faith, 

guaranteeing the proclamation of the faith that it presupposes and safeguarding the ecclesial 

incorporation that it implies. Throughout the synodal process, it became clear that these 

mediations were sometimes either ignored or downplayed. For the Latin Church, the expression 

“institutional mediations [or means]” refers at local level to the Diocesan Synod (Code 1983 

can. 466), the Presbyteral Council (can. 500, § 2), the Diocesan and Parisch Pastoral Council 

(cann. 514, § 1 and 536), the Diocesan and Parish Council for Economic Affairs (cann. 493 and 

537). FD 103 mentions in the Eastern Catholic Churches the Eparchial Assembly (Code of 

Canons of the Eastern Churches [=CCEO] cann. 235 ff.), the Eparchial Council for Economic 

Affairs (CCEO, cann. 262 ff.), the Presbyteral Council (CCEO, can. 264), the Eparchial Pastoral 

Council (CCEO, cann. 272 ff.), the Parish Councils (CCEO, cann. 295). 

Pope Francis and the Synod Fathers see participatory bodies as a guarantee of the 

implementation of the fruits of the synodal process; they are the most effective way of 

promoting a synodal Church, which undoubtedly consists in “fostering as great a participation of 

all the People of God as possible in decision-making processes” (FD 87). These are the Church 

Councils at the various levels (local, regional, continental and global/global; cf. FD 89). Hence 

the clear and unequivocal statement that “participatory bodies are the most promising areas 

[see it. text “uno degli ambiti più promettenti”] in which to act for rapid implementation of the 

synodal guidelines, bringing about perceptible changes speedily (my emphasis, FD 103). 

Moreover, these bodies are part of the conciliar renewal. Their resolute implementation is a 

guarantee of their acceptance. 

The FD in fact affirms the urgency of “renewing participation bodies” in order to set in 

motion processes of missionary transformation (sic, cf. FD 11, when presenting the 3rd part of 

the FD). The link between participation and mission is clearly established, in particular and 

explicitly for the diocesan synod (cf. FD 108 in fine). The perspective is clearly missionary: 

these bodies aim, each according to their own nature and purpose, to communicate the Gospel 

in their respective environment. Their aim is therefore not primarily organisational. We find 

here the inspiration that presided over the creation of the Pastoral Councils in the wake of the 

Second Vatican Council when Paul VI indicated in 1966 the aim of ‘promoting conformity of 

the life and action of the People of God with the Gospel’ (cf. Motu proprio Ecclesiae Sanctae 

n°16 § 1). 

At the beginning of the reception phase of the last Synod, the bishops must courageously 

and firmly relaunch the consultation and deliberation bodies in order to listen to their people, 
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their needs, their aspirations and their thirst for a credible Church. It is up to them to go beyond 

an isolated exercise of their ministry and to rely, with loyalty and resolution, on the pastoral 

potential of episcopal collegiality at the level of their ecclesiastical province and their Episcopal 

Conference, ceasing to behave like parish priests solely concerned with their parish. It is also 

up to them to question the formation courses that encourage or maintain a clerical mentality 

(see Part V, “Forming a People for Missionary Discipleship” FD 140-151, specially 142-148). 

I recall the threefold requirement of clarity (called transparency in the FD), accountability 

and evaluation of the exercise of ministry (not only of lay pastoral workers, but also of deacons 

and... priests and bishops; cf. FD 71, 74, 95-102, 135, 148). In the absence of universal 

legislation for the whole Church, canon law can greatly contribute to meeting this threefold 

demand, at least in the particular law of dioceses and Episcopal Conferences. 

 

5. Restoring confidence in God’s people 

Throughout the synodal process, on the basis of consultations at various levels, the desire 

for ‘transparency’ grew: this is the term chosen by the Synod Mothers and Fathers, without 

excluding other terms to clarify its meaning (cf. truth, clarity, loyalty, honesty, etc. FD 96). 

Transparency expresses and meets the trust placed in the Church and her ministers; it is a 

guarantee of their credibility (FD 97).  

This is a crucial issue, for when the Church enjoys the trust of the people, the transparency 

of its actions, the accountability of its ministers and the practices of evaluation help to 

consolidate it (cf. ib.). This is how the Church is and remains faithful to its mission. This 

concerns not only the fight against clericalism or the prevention of sexual, financial and other 

abuses, but also the style of pastors, pastoral projects and respect for people’s dignity (FD 98). 

The ability to give an account must be seen at all levels and in all the faithful, but in particular 

in those who exercise a function of authority, who are therefore called “to account for it to God 

and to His People” (FD 99). In this regard, the Synod Mothers and Fathers refer to the 

institutions and procedures in this area in consecrated life, which can be a source of inspiration 

(FD 99 in fine).  

In particular, they put forward a series of suggestions, especially in financial matters, namely 

the effective functioning of the Councils for Economic Affairs (FD 102a), the effective 

involvement of the People of God, especially the most competent members in pastoral and 

economic projects (FD 102b), the publication of accounts and the presentation of balance sheets 

(FD 102c); an annual report on the mission, including the protection of minors and vulnerable 

persons (FD 102d, see 97, 108 and 150); the promotion of lay people to positions of authority 

and their participation in decision-making processes, specifying the proportion of men and 

women (FD 102d); procedures for the periodic evaluation of ministries and offices (FD 102e). 

The disqualification of, or at least the lack of respect for, the lay faithful, the crisis of abuses 

of all kinds, and the inadequate training of the Church’s ministers - these facts, among others, 

raise the question of the trust that can be placed in the Church, its officials and its institutions. 

The Synod Fathers and Mothers were very clear about the consequences: “When this trust is 

violated, the weakest and the most vulnerable suffer the most” (FD 97). 

Seen from an ecclesial point of view, the question of trust refers to that of reliability with 

regard to both individuals (the faithful of the Church/the Church of subjects) and communities 

and institutions (Church[es] as subject[s]). Are the Catholic faithful, including pastors and other 

ministers, and Church institutions “reliable”? Reliability is a condition of trust. Trust is only 

granted if it meets three conditions: competence or expertise (knowledge and know-how), 

benevolence (attention and concern), and integrity, i.e. both veracity (telling the truth) and 

authenticity (being consistent). 
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It is only under these conditions that trust can be established and, in the present situation, 

restored; this is an inescapable imperative in the eyes of the lay faithful to ensure the credibility 

of the ecclesial institution. With this in mind, we should be pleased that the FD attaches great 

importance to the “a culture of safeguarding, making communities ever safer places for minors 

and vulnerable persons” (FD 150).  

The Mothers and Fathers also point out that “the work to equip Church structures with 

regulations and legal procedures that enable the prevention of abuse and timely responses to 

inappropriate behaviour has already begun” (ib.). Many countries already have canonical 

procedures and have implemented prevention policies. The question is to what extent they are 

actually implemented. It is also a fact that there is still too much pressure on victims not to press 

charges. It will be up to the local Churches and, at a national level, the Bishops’ Conferences 

to ensure these protective measures, without which the Catholic Church’s lack of credibility in 

this area will only increase. 

 

In conclusion 

After the celebration of the Synod (October 2023 & October 2024) and the promulgation of 

the Final Document co-signed by Pope Francis and the Synodal Mothers and Fathers and 

endowed with the authority of the Pope’s ordinary magisterium, it is time to move resolutely 

on to the phase of receiving the Synod. Many Catholics, even pastors and theologians, have not 

yet really understood or assimilated that a synod of bishops, like any other ecclesial assembly, 

must lead to its implementation phase. In colloquial terms, I would even say that the fruits of a 

synod must be “digested” for the life and mission of the Church. Contrary to the imagination 

and the mental and social representations of Catholics who spontaneously expect everything 

from Rome, it is not up to the Pope to carry out this implementation on the ground. At the very 

most, he can use his authority to encourage it. It is now up to the pastors to discern with their 

faithful how to move forward. 

The synodal process therefore encourages all the baptised, the laity, the consecrated faithful, 

pastors and other ministers to listen, dialogue and discern from the Word of God and to be 

attentive to the signs of the times. This Synod has never ceased to stimulate ‘mission’, that is, 

to ‘share’ the joy of the Gospel and the hope it opens up for humanity. It’s all about learning, 

learning by doing, involving all the local Churches, the Bishops’ Conferences and beyond. 

History teaches us that ‘reception’ is sometimes a slow and laborious process that requires a 

determined and persevering commitment. Isn’t this Jubilee Year the perfect opportunity to 

decide to (continue to) walk together in hope? 

 

 

Alphonse BORRAS,  

Prof. em. of the Université catholique de Louvain (UCLouvain),  

Consultor for the General Secretariat of the Synod 
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Annexe 1: Card. R.F. Prevost at the Synodal Assembly of October 2024 

 

I would like to speak in reference to paragraph 70 of the Instrumentum Laboris, on the responsibility of 

the bishop, his authority, and the context of the local church which he is called to serve.  In addition, the 

question raised by one of the reports from the English speaking groups is pertinent:  How do we balance 

hierarchical authority and the participation of all in the processes of decision making to decision taking? 

 

Allow me to quote from St. Augustine:  “In those of us who have been selected as bishops, two things 

need to be differentiated:  the fact that we are Christians, and the fact that we have been placed in 

leadership with others.  We are Christians for our own sake.  We are leaders of others for their sake. 

Many people will be saved without ever being responsible for others, and their journey is easier because 

they carry less of a burden.  We bishops as individuals will be judged on our Christianity.  But, because 

we have been put in charge of others, we will be judged also on the quality of our stewardship over those 

we led.  People whom God puts in charge of others must not use their authority for their own advantage, 

but for the good of those they lead.  A bishop who just enjoys being the boss and seeks his own honor 

and looks to his own convenience is feeding himself, not the sheep.” (St. Augustine, sermon 46, 2). 

Augustine is speaking in this passage about all those who are called to leadership in the Church, and his 

words can be applied to anyone who has been given responsibility for others:  parents for their children, 

teachers for their students, etc.  The burden of leadership is a great burden for those who lead, because 

a great deal rides on the kind of leader they choose to be.  

So, on the one hand, as members of the Church, we are members of a community in which a hierarchical 

structure has been established by Christ. However, as the Instrumentum laboris indicates, the authority 

and the responsibility is not unconditional.  The bishop is called to serve, and to exercise his authority 

in a way that truly responds to the needs of the people of his particular church.   

Since the time of the Second Vatican Council, and more significantly, in the years of the Pontificate of 

Pope Francis, the Church has been moving from a static institutional model to a dynamic and 

participatory community in which all members – laity, consecrated men and women, clergy – share 

responsibility for the mission.   

At times, Canon Law has been looked upon as being part of the “static institutional model” of Church.  

I would like to suggest that this is not an accurate understanding of what Canon Law has to offer.  There 

are numerous cases in which the Code of Canon Law calls for the sharing of responsibility, and on 

different levels.  The Bishop is not to act alone, and he is clearly called to listen to others before making 

major decisions.  

 

One example is in the Second Book of the Code, on the People of God, where we find clear indications 

of the necessity to include lay people in the decisions regarding the pastoral activity of a Diocese. See 

CIC 1983 cc. 511-512   

Can. 511 In every diocese and to the extent that pastoral circumstances suggest it, a pastoral 

council is to be constituted which under the authority of the bishop investigates, considers, and 

proposes practical conclusions about those things which pertain to pastoral works in the diocese. 

Can. 512 §1. A pastoral council consists of members of the Christian faithful who are in full 

communion with the Catholic Church—clerics, members of institutes of consecrated life, and 

especially laity—who are designated in a manner determined by the diocesan bishop. 

§2. The Christian faithful who are designated to a pastoral council are to be selected in such a 

way that they truly reflect the entire portion of the people of God which constitutes the diocese, 

with consideration given to the different areas of the diocese, social conditions and professions, 

and the role which they have in the apostolate whether individually or joined with others. 

 

One of the challenges that so many people struggle with is not therefore in relation to some kind of 

restriction found in the norms of the Church, but rather to the unwillingness or inability of some bishops 

to exercise their authority in a way that truly responds – in a synodal manner – to the needs of their 

people.  Again, listening is fundamental, openness to truly hear what others are saying is an essential 

element in effective leadership in today’s Church. 
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