
THE SYNOD – THREE RISKS 

 

In his address at the October 9th opening of the Synod, Pope Francis first spoke about its three 

key words: communion, mission, and participation. But while the Synod offers a great chance 

for a pastoral conversion in terms of mission and ecumenism, Francis noted three risks that the 

Synod could encounter: formalism, intellectualism, and complacency. Awareness of these risks 

(temptations, really) should help us avoid them.  

The first risk is formalism. The Synod could be treated as a special event, but only externally. It 

We could go through the motions of holding meetings without ever really listening to the 

participants. It would be like admiring the exterior beauty of a church building without ever 

stepping inside. The Synod, however, is a process of authentic spiritual discernment. We don’t 

do it to look good, but to cooperate more effectively with God’s work in human history. 

If we want to speak of a synodal Church, we cannot remain satisfied with appearances 

alone; we need content, means and structures that can facilitate dialogue and interaction 

within the People of God, especially between priests and laity. Why do I insist on this? 

Because sometimes there can be a certain elitism in the presbyteral order that detaches it 

from the laity; the priest ultimately becomes more a “landlord” than a pastor of a whole 

community as it moves forward. This will require changing certain overly vertical, distorted 

and partial visions of the Church, the priestly ministry, the role of the laity, ecclesial 

responsibilities, roles of governance and so forth. 

A second risk is intellectualism. We might present only abstract and academic ideas unrelated 

to the true issues that people deal with, leaving us headed in a wrong or irrelevant direction.  

This would turn the Synod into a kind of study group, offering learned but abstract 

approaches to the problems of the Church and the evils in our world. The usual people 

saying the usual things, without great depth or spiritual insight, and ending up along familiar 

and unfruitful ideological and partisan divides, far removed from the reality of the holy 

People of God and the concrete life of communities around the world. 

Finally, the risk of complacency, the attitude that says: “We have always done it that way. … 

Change is too difficult. … Why take a chance on something different?” 

That expression – “We have always done it that way” – is poison for the life of the 

Church. Those who think this way, perhaps without even realizing it, make the mistake of 

not taking seriously the times in which we are living. The danger, in the end, is to apply old 

solutions to new problems. A patch of rough cloth that ends up creating a worse tear 

(cf. Mt 9:16). It is important that the synodal process be exactly this: a process of becoming, 

a process that involves the local Churches, in different phases and from the bottom up, in an 

exciting and engaging effort that can forge a style of communion and participation directed 

to mission.  


