Pastoral Message: September 26, 2021
As the Universal Church prepares for the Synod on Synodality, I want to reflect as part of the readings
this week on this very significant moment in the life of the church. This event will begin with Pope
Francis opening on October 9 and 10, 2021 in Rome. and on the following weekend, October 17, in each
particular church including the Diocese of Wheeling Charleston. I would be as bold as to see this as the
biggest moment in the life of the Church since the Second Vatican Council Convened in 1962. The
Second Vatican Council was really a new Pentecost as Pope John XXIII called it as he said it was to open
the windows of the church to let a fresh wind in. This moved the church out of the nostalgia of the past
and into being relevant to the contemporary world. We are embarking upon 60 years of Vatican II, and
Pope Francis realizes that this reform has only begun and that the Holy Spirit wants us to continue the
journey forward. So, what does the word Synod mean? It quite simply means that as a universal church
we are on a journey into the future with the whole world guided by the spirit. We are all on this journey
of Iife in the same boat. Pope Francis is calling the universal church to come together—laity, religious
deacons, bishops, and priests—to listen to where the Holy Spirit is guiding us. This calls us to listen more
deeply to each other, realizing that the voice of the Spirit can move in any one of us to guide us into the
future. To move beyond what we have always done a certain way to how the Lord might be calling us
to something new and exciting. This prophetic Spirit can move and speak in the young and old, and
every voice counts in this process. The Pope especially asks us to listen to those who have been pushed
to the margins of society and those who have been hurt by the church, to not allow any one particular
group to dominate this process and to not stifle the spirit by being stuck in the past but rather realize
that the Holy Spirit may call the Roman Catholic Church to a change of structures and to relate to one
another and the world differently in the future. This means we have to let go of personal agendas and
ideologies and truly be open to where the Lord might be leading us.
A couple points on synodality can be found in the scriptures this weekend. Notice that Moses
and the seventy elders all received the spirit equally. This is relevant to all of us today as we receive
equally the spirit. We would be wrong to think because one is ordained that they receive more of this
gift. It is bestowed on the whole people of God with different roles to play to carry out the mission of
Jesus. The first reading also calls us to look outside of the camp to those who are not at church and how
that spirit is moving freely in local community and world. The second reading from James calls us to
listen to the earth, how it's been damaged and oppressed, and to listen to the poor that we may have
abused. The gospel asks us to come along side anyone who is about the work of peace, justice, and love;
to not impose or seek to control but to journey with them as whoever believes in these ideals is with us
not against us. May we begin this journey together recognizing we're all on the same boat. You will
notice an article on the opposite page that further explains synodality. We have just begun this journey.
There will be more for us to learn as we grow together in understanding our call to synodality.

Pope Francis on the synodal journey which officially opens in early October 2021
To listen to the Holy Spirit, members of the church must listen to each other and especially to those who
are marginalized, Pope Francis said, explaining how dioceses are to help the church prepare for the
Synod of Bishops.
This means that, for example, “the poor, the homeless, young people addicted to drugs, everyone that
society rejects are part of the synod” because God says they are part of the church, he said.
“So often the ‘rejects’ become the ‘cornerstones’ and those who are ‘far off’ become ‘near.’ The
marginalized, the poor, those without hope were elected to the sacrament of Christ. This is the way the
church is,” he said.
The pope spoke to members of his diocese, the Diocese of Rome, in the Paul VI audience hall Sept. 18 as
the global church gets set to begin a “synodal journey” toward the 2023 assembly of the Synod of
Bishops, discussing the theme, “For a synodal church: communion, participation and mission.”
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Pope Francis is scheduled to formally open the synod process at the Vatican Oct. 9-10, and the bishop
of every diocese should open the process in his diocese Oct. 17. The diocesan phase, which runs until
April, will focus on listening to and consulting the people of God.
The pope apologized for speaking at great length, but he said that as the bishop it was important he
explains how the synodal process should work and why. Essentially, he said, it will be a period of mutual
listening in which everyone — cardinals, bishops, priests, religious and laypeople — plays a leading role
and “nobody can be considered a plain bit player.” The purpose is not to collect everyone’s individual
opinions, he said, but rather to hear what the Holy Spirit is quietly — and perhaps surprisingly — saying
through them. This will require everyone dialogue in a way that is “familial,” where everyone recognizes
their common humanity, reconciles differences and reaches out in order to encounter and engage with
others, he said.
“One of the evils of the church, rather, a perversion, is this clericalism that separates the priest, the
bishop from the people. A bishop and priest disconnected from the people is an administrator, not a
shepherd,” the pope said. The synodal journey will require discussing viewpoints and expectations that
are different and seeking out people who have been alienated “to hear not what they say but what they
feel, even the insults,” he said.
“Allow yourselves to meet (others) and be questioned (by them), let their questions be your questions,
allow yourselves to walk together. The Spirit will lead you,” the pope told them. “Do not be afraid to
enter into dialogue and allow yourselves to be shocked by the dialogue. It is the dialogue of salvation.”
“The Holy Spirit in his freedom knows no boundaries, nor does he allow himself to be limited by
affiliations,” he said; if the parish is not to be “an exclusive club, then I suggest you leave doors and
windows open” so everyone can be welcomed.
No one should be afraid, impatient or “rigid” in interpreting whatever difficulties emerge, he added, as
long as people remain open and docile to the Spirit. “God is not in a hurry,” and he can see beyond
present circumstances and contrasts, he said. People need to “acknowledge the freedom of God’s action
and (make sure) that there are no obstacles that could keep him from reaching people’s hearts.”
After Christ’s death and resurrection, God did not leave behind a “vacuum” that has to be filled by
people insisting on taking his place or demanding the church be modeled on their cultural or historical
beliefs — leading the church to become like a country with “armed borders, guilt-mongering customs
houses” with “a spirituality that blasphemes the gratuity of God’s engaging action,” Pope Francis said.
Instead, Jesus sent the Holy Spirit, who provides the “drive,” strength and ability to be witnesses in
words and deeds of God’s unconditional love and his immense hospitality that knows no bounds or
borders, the pope said. This is the church’s path and a synodal church moves in the world knowing the
Holy Spirit “will be with us,” he said.
“There will always be debates, thanks be to God,” he said, “but the solutions must be sought by giving
the floor to God and to the voices of those among us: praying and opening our eyes to everything
around us; living a life faithful to the Gospel; and examining Revelation according to a hermeneutic of
pilgrimage” that began in the “Acts of the Apostles” and continues today.
Reading through Acts can “help us, showing us that communion does not suppress differences. It is the
surprise of Pentecost when different languages are not an obstacle,” he said. It will be thanks to the
Holy Spirit that people will be able to “feel at home, different, but supportive along the journey,” he
said.
Rather than “erecting hierarchical monuments,” he said, the church must make certain everyone feels
“part of one great people, recipients of divine promises, open to a future where everyone can take part
in a feast prepared by God.” During this pandemic, the pope said, the Lord is encouraging the church’s
mission to be a “sacrament of care. The world has lifted up its cry, shown its vulnerability — the world
needs care.”
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