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1. What are Synods?
[Adapted from Vatican News] On 2 March 2018 the International Theological
Commission produced a document entitled “Synodality in the Life and Mission of the
Church.” This document sketches out the origins of the Synod in the life of the Church,
and its current pastoral and theological implications. Pope Francis calls Synodality “walking
together with”, and “an essential element of the Church”. He grounds his observation in
Lumen Gentium, from Vatican II.
The first ecumenical or universal council of the
Church is reported in Acts 15, when the apostles and
elders of the Church came together to decide
whether pagans had to become Jews first before they
became Christian. The community heard the
testimony of Paul, Barnabas and Peter, reflected upon
what they heard and they discussed it, before coming
to a decision which James said was inspired by the
Holy Spirit.
Church synods were introduced as the forum in
which cases could be resolved that a local bishop was
not competent to handle. These synods were either
provincial (presided over by the local bishop),
metropolitan (presided over by the metropolitan
bishop) or patriarchal (presided over by the patriarch). The Canons of the Apostles, a text
dating to the 4th and 5thcenturies, states that the local bishop should do nothing
“significant” without the agreement of the bishop who was his superior, and that the
superior bishop should not do anything “without the consensus of all”. But there were
soon issues that concerned the entire Church. Thus, the first Ecumenical Council was
convened in Nicea in 325. This Council “was the first institutional expression, on the
universal level of the power or authority of the risen Lord guiding and directing the way
forward for the People of God in the Holy Spirit”
The experience of the Church gathered in the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council (19625) motivated Pope Paul VI to “permanently establish a special Council of bishops, with the
aim of providing for the continuance after the Council of the great abundance of benefits
that We have been so happy to see flow to the Christian people during the time of the
Council as a result of Our close collaboration with the bishops.”
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The Synod of Bishops provides an important channel for
the voice of the faithful to contribute to the lived
experience of a Church still in search of a response from
her Risen Lord on those difficult matters that present
themselves from time to time. Pope Francis describes this
synodal process that continues to take place:
“Consultation of the faithful must be followed by
discernment on the part of the Bishops chosen for the task,
united in the search for a consensus that springs not from
worldly logic, but from common obedience to the Spirit of
Christ. Attentive to the sensus fidei of the People of God –
‘which they need to distinguish carefully from the changing
currents of public opinion’ – the members of the Assembly
offer their opinion to the Roman Pontiff so that it can help him in his ministry
as universal Pastor of the Church…. When it is therefore a question involving
the faith itself, the consensus ecclesiae … is the outcome of the working of the
Spirit, the soul of the one Church of Christ’ ” (Apostolic
Constitution Episcopalis communio, no. 7).

2. Synod 2019: The Johannesburg Archdiocesan Synod
The Archbishop of Johannesburg called for a synod of the Archdiocese 10 years after
the first archdiocesan synod of 2008. After a process of consultation at every level and
across the entire archdiocese four themes emerged as key: Youth, Marriage and Family
Life, Missionary Discipleship, and Renewal. The Archbishop promulgated the Acts of
the Synod, together with certain administrative decisions to assist in the
implementation of the outcomes of the Synod. The ongoing implementation of these
were affected by the COVID pandemic.
In the light of this interruption of our living out of the 2019
Archdiocesan Synod the Archbishop has decided to use
this as an opportunity for the local church to deepen her
reflection on the outcomes of the 2019 Archdiocesan
Synod, using as a lens the Synodal themes of listening and
journeying. One way for us do this is to look for
commonalities between the 2023 Synod themes and the
outcomes of our 2019 Synod. Put differently, when we
place the 2023 Synod themes in dialogue with the 2019
Synod outcomes, what might they have to say to one another?
We note the importance of forming a welcoming and inclusive community, a
community that listens to and journeys with all kinds of people, a community that
takes seriously its obligation to reach and serve those on the margins of Church and
society, a Church that values the contributions that each individual and faith
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community makes to the process of discernment and decision making, a Church that
is open to, part of and connected to broader society and the world. These are the
resonant themes we find in both the 2019 synod and the upcoming 2023 synod. This
is why our participation in the 2023 synod preparation will help us live even more
deeply the vision of our own local synod.

3. Synod 2023: For a Synodal Church: Communion | Participation | Mission
[Adapted from Vatican News] Pope Francis has convoked a Synod of bishops, which
is to meet in 2023, though it was officially launched on Sunday 10 October. Vatican
News reported that in his homily, Pope Francis took the day’s Gospel reading,
recounting Jesus’ encounter with a rich young man, as the starting point for a reflection
on Synodality: “Celebrating a Synod,” he said, “means walking on the same road,
together.” Following the example of Jesus, he emphasized three verbs that
characterize the Synod: encounter, listen, and discern.
In the Gospels, we often see Jesus on a journey,
open to an encounter with those He meets along
the way, present to them, and concerned about
their questions. Like Jesus, the Pope said, “we too
are called to become experts in the art of
encounter.” This involves an openness to God,
taking time for prayer and adoration, and listening
to what the Holy Spirit tells us. It also requires
openness to others, as well as courage and “a
willingness to allow ourselves to be challenged by
the presence and the stories of others.
Pope Francis said that a true encounter only comes
through listening to others, noting that Jesus listens not just with the ears, but with
the heart. When we follow Jesus in listening with the heart, “people feel they are being
heard, not judged; they feel free to recount their own experiences and their spiritual
journey.” The Pope invited us to ask ourselves if we are good at listening, if we allow
others to express themselves. He said that the Holy
Spirit is asking us to listen to the “questions, concerns,
and hopes of every Church,” and to the challenges and
changes presented by the world around us.” “Let us
not soundproof our hearts; let us not remain
barricaded in our certainties,” he pleaded. Instead,
“Let us listen to one another.”
Pope Francis insisted that “encounter and listening are
not ends in themselves,” but must lead to
discernment. “Whenever we enter into dialogue,” he
explained, “we allow ourselves to be challenged, to
advance on the journey.” As with the rich young man,
Jesus helps us to discern, “to look within” and to
discover what God reveals to us, “to discern in that
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light” what our hearts “truly treasure.” This “is a valuable lesson to us,” Pope Francis
said, adding that “the Synod is a journey of spiritual discernment that takes place in
adoration, in prayer, and in dialogue with the Word of God.”

4. To whom are we called to listen?
Pope Francis, in calling the Synod on Synodality, has expressed the
desire that the Church reach as many people as possible and to listen
to their experiences of where God has been active in their lives and in
the life of the church. In the words of the Vademecum, “It is important
that we try our best to listen to the voices of everyone, especially those
who are marginalized.”
The outcomes of the 2019 archdiocesan synod also pointed out
a number of groups within the church and society that we should be reaching
out to, or making a particular effort to include in our discussions. This includes
youth (3d); women (4d); LGBT+, the poor and homeless, lapsed Catholics and
the unchurched (5d).
It is for these reasons that we are reaching out to each and every member of
our parish communities, as well as those whom we may often overlook or dismiss,
and in particular, those identified by the 2019 Archdiocesan Synod.

5. What are listening circles?
Listening circles are a way for groups of people to come together and share their
thoughts and experiences while focused on a particular theme. It is often better to
have fewer questions which can be explored deeply, rather than have many questions
that would be covered superficially.
This Synod poses the following fundamental question: A synodal
Church, in announcing the Gospel, “journeys together.” How is this
“journeying together” happening today in your local Church? What steps
does the Spirit invite us to take in order to grow in our “journeying
together”? (Preparatory Document, 26)
In responding to this question, we are invited to:



Recall our experiences: What experiences of our local Church
does this question call to mind?
Re-read these experiences in greater depth: What joys did they bring? What difficulties
and obstacles have they encountered? What wounds did they reveal? What insights
have they elicited?
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Gather the fruits to share: Where in these experiences does the voice of the Holy
Spirit resound? What is the Spirit asking of us? What are the points to be
confirmed, the prospects for change, the steps to be taken? Where do we register
a consensus? What paths are opening up for our local Church?

6. How do we use listening circles?
In this method there are three rounds of sharing, focused on the reflection question.
It is important to emphasize that these are LISTENING circles, not discussion groups.
The first round of sharing/listening is about us and our experiences. The second round
is our response to what we have heard from others. The third round is what we have
heard from God.
First Round: one at a time sharing
One at a time, each person shares the fruit of his/her experience and reflection. The
others listen attentively. During this first round, there are no interactions between the
participants except to ask an explanation about a word or a wording.
Ask yourselves what experiences in your particular Church the fundamental question
calls to mind;
Reread these experiences in greater depth: What joys did they
provoke? What difficulties and obstacles have they encountered?
What wounds have they brought to light? What insights have they
elicited?
Then, take between 3 and five minutes for silent reflection to ask
yourself certain questions, such as,
 What impressed me as the others shared?
 Where did I experience deeper union with the others?
 What new insights did I gain?
Second Round: sharing the impact of what you have heard
In the second round, participants share what struck them most in the first round and
what moved them during the time of silence. Once again this is followed by a time of
silence.
Third Round: conversation with the Lord
Finally in the third round participants reflect on what seems to be resonating in the
conversation and what moved them most deeply. New insights and even unresolved
questions are also noted. Spontaneous prayers of gratitude can conclude the
conversation. Usually each small group will have a facilitator and note-taker.
Gather the fruits to share: Where, in these experiences, does the voice of the Spirit
resound? What is the Spirit asking of us? What are the points to be confirmed, the
prospects for change, the steps to be taken? Where do we register a consensus? What
paths are opening up for our particular Church?
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Final Step: preparing the report for feedback
Once the group dialogue has taken place, participants should review
and share about their experience of the process within their small
group. How was their experience? What were the ups and downs?
What new and refreshing insights might they have discovered? What
have they learned about the synodal way of proceeding? How was
God present and at work during their time together? Participants
should then decide on the feedback they wish to communicate to the
organizing/facilitation team.

7. Guidelines for Listening Circles
a. For group members
i. Choose someone to be the timekeeper (See below)
ii. Everyone is co-responsible.
iii. Listen attentively.
iv. Each person is the expert on his or her own experience.
v. Share what you can, and what you want.
vi. Share briefly and clearly.
vii. The small group is not the place to resolve individual problems.
viii. Times of silence are appropriate.
ix. Respect what is confidential.
x. Make "I” statements not "we" statements.
b. For the timekeeper: before the group begins:
i. Tell everyone at what time the group will stop
ii. Remind them that there will be three rounds of sharing
iii. Say how much time, approximately, each one will have for sharing during the
1st round.
iv. Tell them that you will give a small signal with your hand to let them know
when their time is almost finished.

8. Focus questions for listening groups
While the Vatican office responsible for the coordination the synod offers dioceses “10
thematic nuclei” upon which to centre the conversations for “listening circles”, it insists
that these “should be adapted to the different local contexts and, from time to time,
integrated, explained, simplified, and deepened.” It is with this proposed flexibility in mind
that the synod committee for the Archdiocese of Johannesburg has decided upon the
focus for each of the listening sessions we hope will happen in every parish. We have,
therefore, integrated the themes arising from the 2019 synod with those proposed by the
church-wide synod underway.
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a. Parish-based listening groups
i. Liturgical celebration: “The manner in which our liturgies are enacted has
the potential to engage—or not—the life, faith and imagination of the
faithful.” This was a sentiment that resulted from the 2019 archdiocesan
synod. “Well-planned and executed liturgical celebrations can deepen our
understanding of faith and draw us more deeply into its mysteries.”
How do we promote the active participation of all the Faithful in the liturgy?
What space is given to the ministries the faithful exercise in our parish? What
steps can we take to ensure the smooth coordination of different liturgical
ministries, and that ongoing liturgical formation, at all levels of the Church, takes
place?
ii. Integrated and holistic lifelong formation: The SACBC Directory on
Catechesis reveals a broad understanding of what instructing in the faith really
means. It understands catechesis as a lifelong journey of conversion and faith, based
on scripture and tradition, nourished by liturgy and prayer, and forms believers for
discipleship. It involves the whole community. Catechesis is not the responsibility of
a select few. The entire Christian community is called to be involved in the process.
It is a service performed jointly by the bishop of the diocese, the priests, deacons,
religious and laity. As we can see from this description of catechesis, catechesis is
not limited to what happens inside a catechism classroom. Properly understood,
catechism is about faith formation at all stages of one’s life and involves all aspects
of one’s life.
What is your experience of the Church supporting your spiritual, intellectual and life
formation beyond that of sacramental preparation? How is each Baptized person called
to be an active participant in the mission of the Church and do you feel adequately
prepared for it?
iii. Missionary discipleship: In our archdiocesan synod, we agreed that to be
missionary disciples we needed to be “faithful to the 'great commission' in Matthew
28:19-20, i.e. evangelising and/or re-evangelising non-Christians and lapsed Catholics,
as well as carrying the love of Christ to the needy and marginalised.

7|Synod ’23 Archdiocesan Phase

Archdiocese of Johannesburg

Pope Francis makes repeated mention of the need for true “encounter” and
invites us to go out and encounter one another. “When we go into the
street, every person thinks of him/herself … but does not listen,” says the
pope. “People pass each other, but they do not encounter each other”.
Instead, he says, we need “to draw near, to touch and to say: ‘Do not weep’
and to give at least a drop of life”.
When we say: ‘our Church,’ who is part of it? Who is asking us to journey together?
Who are the road companions, including those outside the ecclesial perimeter?
What persons or groups are left on the margins, expressly or in fact? What space is
there for the voice of minorities, the discarded, and the excluded? Do we identify
prejudices and stereotypes that hinder our listening? How do we listen to the social
and cultural context in which we live?
iv. Youth
“Youth do not find our parishes places of welcome,
where their own particular giftedness is appreciated, and
their voices heard.” Shocking as this may be to read, this
was the conclusion reached after our archdiocesan synod.
Of particular concern was “a lack of engagement between
authorities/structure in parishes and the youth, who find
welcome and connection in other denominational
churches.”
Young people “want to be heard, acknowledged and
accompanied,” reads the final document of the Synod on
Young people held in 2018. “Many find that their voice is not considered worthwhile
or helpful in social and ecclesial circles.”
How are the laity, especially young people listened to? How do we foster a spirit of
accompaniment alongside the young people—especially in their engagement with
those in authority—to ensure, as our archdiocesan synod resolution says, “we stand
with and journey with our youth as they face the many challenges that life throws
their way?
v. Marriage & Family Life
In our archdiocesan synod, we acknowledged that “education about and promotion
of marriage as a sacrament” is lacking. Tied to this was the need to include certain
traditional/cultural views of marriage. The 2019 synod also acknowledged that
marriage and family life ought to be addressed as “situated in its broader socioeconomic context”.
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How are young people’s contemporary perceptions of marriage being
received, particularly that of engaged couples? Are the pressing struggles of
parents (married, single, young or old) in the face of various socio-economic
and socio-political realities being considered? How are the concrete
experiences of married couples in different stages of marriage being
encountered and listened to? Which ecclesial spaces allow for encounters
with and compassionate listening to the tangible and varying experiences of
family life, especially those of family members who find themselves on the
margins of the family?
vi. A welcoming and inclusive community
“There is a great need for parish communities that are open and
welcoming to all, irrespective of gender, language, race, national
origin or socio-economic class,” concluded our 2019 archdiocesan
synod report. “Parishes are encouraged to reach out to marginalized
groups in the Church and in the community, particularly the unchurched,
lapsed Catholics, the sick, prisoners, LGBTI, and those living in squatter
camps.” A key outcome that is hoped for with the current synod is for
“a participatory and co-responsible Church, capable of appreciating its
own rich variety, embraces all those we often forget or ignore.”
How is God speaking to us through voices we sometimes ignore? What facilitates or
inhibits our listening? How well do we listen to those on the peripheries? What are
some limitations in our ability to listen, especially to those who have different views
than our own? What space is there for the voice of minorities, especially people who
experience poverty, marginalization, or social exclusion?
b. Voices from the Margins: Pope Francis has encouraged the Church to go to the
margins of Church and Society and to listen to the voices of those we tend to dismiss
as unimportant or irrelevant. The archdiocesan synod identified certain groups that
we should take particular care to reach out to and journey with. It is only in this way
that we as the archdiocese of Johannesburg can truly be body of Christ for all our
brothers and sisters.
i. Women
The role of women in the church needs to be examined, and ways found to listen
to their voice, at all levels of the archdiocese.
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What is it like to be a woman in the Catholic Church, what are your
particular joys and challenges? How well does church—its individual
members and as an institution—listen to your experience? What are
some limitations in our ability to listen as a church, especially to those who
have different views than our own? What space is there in the church for
the voice of minorities, especially people who experience poverty,
marginalization, or social exclusion?

ii. LGBTQ+
What is your experience as a lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, transsexual queer, questioning or
intersex person in the Catholic Church, what are your particular joys and challenges? How well does
church—its individual members and as an institution—listen to your experience? What are some
limitations in our ability to listen as a church, especially to those who have different views than our
own? What space is there in the church for the voice of minorities, especially people who experience
poverty, marginalization, or social exclusion?
iii. People with disabilities and their families
What is your experience as a person with disabilities in the Catholic Church, what are
your particular joys and challenges? How well does church listen to your experience?
What are some limitations in our ability to listen as a church, especially to those who
have different views than our own? What space is there in the church for the voice
of minorities, especially people who experience poverty, marginalization, or social
exclusion?
iv. The poor and homeless
What is your experience as a person who is materially impoverished in the Catholic
Church? How well does church—its individual members and as an institution—listen
to your experience? What are some limitations in our ability
to listen as a church, especially to those who have different
views than our own? What space is there in the church for
the voice of minorities, especially people who experience
poverty, marginalization, or social exclusion?
v. Migrants and refugees
What is your experience as a migrant, refugee, asylum seeker
or displaced person in the Catholic Church? How well does
church—its individual members and as an institution—listen
to your experience? What are some limitations in our ability
to listen as a church, especially to those who have different views than our own? What
space is there in the church for the voice of minorities, especially people who
experience poverty, marginalization, or social exclusion?
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c. Integral Ecology: Listening to the Voice of Creation
In recent years Pope Francis has spoken about the suffering creation of which our
human family is part. This is eloquently written about in Laudato Si, where he points
out that the future of humanity is inextricably linked to that of creation. Unless we
listen to the voice of creation we have no future. The voice of creation has been
marginalised, and we also need to learn how to listen to it.
“...a true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it must integrate
questions of justice in debates on the environment, so as to hear both the cry of the
earth and the cry of the poor.”(LS 49)
“Environmental education has broadened its goals....It seeks also to restore the various
levels of ecological equilibrium, establishing harmony within ourselves, with others,
with nature and other living creatures, and with God.” (LS 210)
“So what they all need is an “ecological conversion”, whereby the effects of their
encounter with Jesus Christ become evident in their relationship with the world
around them. Living our vocation to be protectors of God’s handiwork is essential to
a life of virtue; it is not an optional or a secondary
aspect of our Christian experience.” (LS 217)
What is your experience as a parishioner about
environmental education in the Catholic Church?
How well does the Church - its individual members
and as an institution listen to the Cry of the Earth and
the Cry of the Poor? To what extent does our
encounter with Jesus Christ becomes evident in our
relationship with the world around us? What space
is there in the church for a greater commitment to
preserve and care for the environment, promote
behavioural change and simple lifestyles?

9. Timetable for Archdiocesan Phase
1. November 2021: Finalisation of the reflection material and booklet for
publication and dissemination.
2. December 2021: Training of Synod Champions and other facilitators in the
listening circle methodology.
3. January – March 2022: Running of listening groups within parishes and particular
groups, and feedback to the Archdiocesan Synod Implementation and Monitoring
Committee
4. March – April 2022: An analysis and synthesis of the feedback from the listening
groups, and preparation of the reflection material for the pre-Synod meeting of
the Archdiocese.
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5. April 2022: A two day listening event at the Cathedral, using the listening circle
methodology, based on the feedback received from parishes and groups.
6. May 2022: The Synod Monitoring and Implementation Committee produces a
report according to the guidelines of the Vademecum, which says: “The diocesan
synthesis should reflect the diversity of views and opinions expressed, and pay
particular attention to the lived experiences of participants, both positive and
negative. The synthesis should be faithful to the people’s voices and to whatever
emerged from their discernment and dialogue, rather than a series of generalized
or doctrinally correct statements. Points of view that are contrary to one another
need not be omitted but can be acknowledged and stated as such.”
This report will be forward by the Archbishop to the SACBC and also published within
the Archdiocese so that all may see the fruits of the process.
10.

Prayers for the Synod
a. http://www.prayforthesynod.va/en/
b. “Click to Pray”, on the Google Play Store or the Apple App Store
c. Every session of the Second Vatican Council began with the prayer Adsumus Sancte
Spiritus, the first word of the original Latin, meaning, “We stand before You, Holy
Spirit,” which has been historically used at Councils, Synods and other Church
gatherings for hundreds of years, and is attributed to Saint Isidore of Seville (c. 560
- 4 April 636).
As we embrace this Synodal Process, this prayer invites the Holy Spirit to be at work
in us so that we may be a community and a people of grace.

We stand before You, Holy Spirit
We stand before You, Holy Spirit, as we gather together in Your name.
With You alone to guide us, make Yourself at home in our hearts;
Teach us the way we must go and how we are to pursue it.
We are weak and sinful;
do not let us promote disorder.
Do not let ignorance lead us down the wrong path
nor partiality influence our actions.
Let us find in You our unity
so that we may journey together to eternal life
and not stray from the way of truth and what is right.
All this we ask of You,
who are at work in every place and time,
in the communion of the Father and the Son, forever and ever.
Amen.
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