
FOR A SYNODAL CHURCH: COMMUNION, PARTICIPATION 
MISSION 
October 24, 2021 
Reflection by Sister Pat Coughlin, OSB, D.Min. 
Jer 31:7-9; Heb 5:1-6; Mk 10:46-52 
 

As Father Steve said, this Sunday is the yearly Commemoration of the Dedication of 

the Churches of the Archdiocese. It is also the archdiocesan inauguration of an 

initiative of Pope Francis which he has named “For a Synodal Church.” 

This morning there is a special mass for “a synodal church” with special readings 

provided. These readings are those for the The Anniversary of the Dedication of a 

Church.  

 

The word synod comes from Greek and means coming or journeying together. 

Synodal means relating to a synod and synodality, I think, means the condition of 

having synods.The earliest recorded synod in Christianity is described in Acts 15 when 

the apostles and the presbyters gathered  in Jerusalem and discerned that gentiles were 

not obliged to live according to Mosaic law in order to become Christians. The last 

two millennia have seen a succession of synods, assemblies and councils making 

decisions to address the issues of the times, some really significant, for example Trent, 

Vatican II. 

 

On October 10 of this year Pope Francis announced an initiative in the hope of 

bringing more openness, collaboration and mutual listening in the service of renewing 

our church which he calls “For a Synodal Church.” The first phase happens in 

dioceses around the world, and lasts from October to April of 2022. The diocesan 

phase of the plan is consultative and to be done according to guidelines set by the 

Synod of Bishops. It will involve laity, clergy and religious who will act as consultants 

to their bishops.  In the second phase bishops of each continent will gather sometime 



between Sept. 2022 and March, 2023. They will synthesize and evaluate the results of 

the diocesan consultations. Finally the Synod of Bishops will take place in Rome in 

October of 2023. Whether or not this process will realize Pope Francis’ vision 

remains to be seen. 

 

What do the readings we have just heard have to do with synodality and Pope Francis’ 

goal? The writer of Ephesians is praising a church that evidently has done the hard 

work of coming together. The split been Jews and gentiles has been healed; everyone’s 

connection to God is equal. There seems to be no class that thinks of some people as 

“other” to whom they are radically different and superior.  The author uses the 

metaphor of a cohesive unifying structure, but it’s a structure that is living and 

growing. The community has become a new entity, a new creation, “a dwelling place 

of God in the Spirit” with Christ as the center. This must be what Pope Francis wants 

for our church. 

 

Zacchaeus was a man of small stature, so when Jesus was about to pass by he climbed 

a tree to get a larger field of vision and to see Jesus clearly. He does not so much see 

Jesus as he is seen by Jesus.He does not beg Jesus for anything. It’s Jesus who takes 

the initiative. And what Zacchaeus sees is Jesus’ looking up at him. And what he sees 

in Jesus’ face is love. Jesus doesn’t tell him to repent, doesn’t degrade him. What he 

sees in Jesus’ eyes is his own dignity, a larger version of himself and what he could be. 

And he responds with a joyful promise to live a life of justice so that the household of 

Israel can rejoice in his blessings. Zacchaeus’ salvation, perhaps, is his larger and 

deeper vision of his values and, perhaps, his vocation and his stature as a human 

being. I think that this story speaks for a church that recognizes the dignity of all 

humans, a church that does more encouraging than condemning. 

 



Ezekiel had many visions during his exile in Babylon. Today we have his vision of the 

future temple in Jerusalem when his exiled people return for a new start. God, 

residing in the new temple will refresh the salt water of the dead sea so that it can be 

home for living fish. This temple will be the center of abundance and flourishing, for 

healing and nourishment. What a wonderful vision for a future church. Let’s hope and 

pray that it is embraced by us all, worked on by us all and, in some measure, realized. 

           

Pat Coughlin,OSB, D.Min. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
End-synodal church 


