PAPAL REFERENCES TO THE WORD “SYNODALITY” (“SINODALITA” IN
ITALIAN) FROM ITS FIRST USE IN 1994 THROUGH THE YEAR 2013

As is well-known, Pope Francis has decided that the next Synod of Bishops will be held in
October 2023 and will be devoted to the theme, “For a Synodal Church: Communion,
Participation, and Mission.” This raises the question as to the nature of “synodality.” In
answering this question, it is helpful to review how this term has been used by recent popes.

The Vatican website, Vatican.va, includes a very comprehensive collection of the documents of
recent popes. In searching this website, the Italian word for “synodality,” namely “sinodalita,”
was used. The search showed that the first pope to use the word “sinodalita” in those documents
was Pope John Paul Il in April 1994. The word was used in a total of six documents for Pope
John Paul 11 and a total of two documents for Pope Benedict XVI. With respect to Pope Francis,
there are so far a total of 59 documents using this word, and this number will, of course, increase.
In the first year of the pontificate of Pope Francis, 2013, there were four documents using the
word, “sinodalita.”

Below are listed all of the papal documents using the word “sinodalita” from its first usage in
April 1994 through the end of the year 2013. For all of these documents, quotations are given
both in Italian and English, and a link to the entire document is provided. For documents that
have section numbers, the number is given in brackets.

It is very important to note that in all of the documents, except the two documents in 1994, the
word “sinodalita” is used in the context of references to the Eastern Churches. In 2013, Pope
Francis twice mentioned that we can learn more about synodality from the Orthodox. Because
the word is so intimately related to the Eastern Churches, one would expect that a major part of
the preparation process for the October 2023 Synod would be to examine the Orthodox
experience and to determine how this experience can be applied to the benefit of the Western
Church.

POPE JOHN PAUL Il

22 April 1994

Address to Participant in the Meeting Promoted by the Congregation for the Clergy
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/speeches/1994/april/documents/hf jp-
ii_spe 19940422 fedeli-laici.html

[2] Si avverte pertanto I’esigenza di una adeguata collaborazione dei fedeli laici al ministero
pastorale dei presbiteri, rispettosa sempre, logicamente, dei limiti sacramentali e della diversita
dei carismi e delle funzioni ecclesiali. In alcune situazioni locali si sono cercate soluzioni
generose e intelligenti. La stessa normativa del Codice di Diritto Canonico ha offerto possibilita
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nuove, che pero vanno applicate rettamente, per non cadere nell’equivoco di considerare
ordinarie e normali soluzioni normative che sono state previste per situazioni straordinarie di
mancanza o scarsita di sacri ministri.

Insieme al buon grano é tuttavia cresciuto, a volte, il loglio di una certa ideologia,
tributaria di una visione di sinodalita perpetua della Chiesa e di una concezione funzionalistica
dell’Ordine sacro, con grave detrimento della identita teologica sia dei laici che dei chierici e
conseguentemente dell’intera opera di evangelizzazione.

[2] There is therefore a need for an adequate collaboration of the lay faithful in the pastoral
ministry of priests, always respectful, logically, of the sacramental limits and of the diversity of
charisms and ecclesial functions. In some local situations generous and intelligent solutions have
been sought. The same norm of the Code of Canon Law has offered new possibilities, which
however must be applied correctly, in order not to fall into the misunderstanding of considering
ordinary and normal normative solutions that have been foreseen for extraordinary situations of
lack or scarcity of sacred ministers.

At times, however, together with good wheat, the chaff of a certain ideology has grown,
tributary to a vision of perpetual synodality of the Church and a functionalistic conception of the
sacred Order, to the grave detriment of the theological identity of both laymen and clerics and
consequently of the entire work of evangelization.

26 November 1994

Homily at Consistory to Create 30 New Cardinals
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/homilies/1994/documents/hf jp-
ii_hom 19941126 nuovi-cardinali.html

[4] Lo sviluppo della “sinodalita™ nella Chiesa, in cui si rispecchia visibilmente la collegialita
dell’intero Episcopato, procede di pari passo con la tradizione dei Concistori ordinari e
straordinari. Nei sedici anni del mio servizio pastorale, ho avuto occasione di convocare sei
Concistori ordinari e cinque straordinari, I’ultimo dei quali ha avuto luogo nel giugno scorso ed é
stato dedicato alla preparazione del Grande Giubileo dell’Anno 2000. Da quella riunione ho
tratto molti elementi per la stesura della Lettera Apostolica Tertio millennio adveniente.

[4] The development of "*synodality"* in the Church, in which the collegiality of the entire
Episcopate is visibly reflected, goes hand in hand with the tradition of ordinary and
extraordinary consistories. In the sixteen years of my pastoral service, | have had the
opportunity to convoke six ordinary and five extraordinary consistories, the last of which took
place last June and was dedicated to the preparation of the Great Jubilee of the Year 2000. From
that meeting | drew many elements for the drafting of the Apostolic Letter Tertio millennio
adveniente. [Google translation]
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29 September 1998

Address to Eastern Catholic Patriarchs
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/speeches/1998/september/documents/hf _jp-
ii_spe 19980929 patriarca.html

[3] “I Patriarchi coi loro Sinodi costituiscono la superiore istanza per qualsiasi negozio del
patriarcato” (OE, 9). La collegialita episcopale, in effetti, trova nell’ordinamento canonico delle
vostre Chiese un esercizio particolarmente significativo. | Patriarchi infatti agiscono in stretta
unione con i loro Sinodi. Fine di ogni autentica sinodalita € la concordia, affinché la Trinita sia
glorificata nella Chiesa.

[3] “The Patriarchs with their Synods are the highest authority for all business of the
Patriarchate” (Orientalium Ecclesiarum, n. 9). Indeed, Episcopal collegiality is exercised in a
particularly significant way in the canonical structure of your Churches. The Patriarchs in fact
act in close union with their Synods. The aim of any authentic synodality is harmony, so that
the Trinity may be glorified in the Church.

1 October 1998

Address to the Members of the Congregation of Oriental Churches
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/speeches/1998/october/documents/hf_jp-
ii_spe_ 19981001 _chiese-orientali.html

[5] Lasinodalita dei Vescovi intorno al Patriarca, che caratterizza le Chiese Orientali, € un
modo antichissimo di vivere la collegialita episcopale, raccomandata e illustrata dalla
Costituzione Dogmatica Lumen Gentium (cfr n.22).

[5] The synodality of the Bishops around their Patriarch, which distinguishes the Eastern
Churches, is a very ancient way of living Episcopal collegiality, recommended and described by
the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen gentium (cf. n. 22).

12 June 2000

Address to the Synod of the Chaldean Bishops
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/speeches/2000/apr-jun/documents/hf jp-
ii_spe 20000612 chiesa-caldea.html

[2] Durante il mio incontro con i Patriarchi orientali cattolici, il 29 settembre 1998, in occasione
dell'’Assemblea plenaria della Congregazione per le Chiese orientali, ho sottolineato che: "la
collegialita episcopale, in effetti, trova nell'ordinamento canonico delle vostre Chiese un
esercizio particolarmente significativo. | Patriarchi infatti agiscono in stretta unione con i loro
Sinodi. Fine di ogni autentica sinodalita e la concordia, affinché la Trinita sia glorificata nella
Chiesa" (Discorso ai Patriarchi delle Chiese orientali cattoliche, n. 3). Tutta la storia della
Chiesa mostra come la concordia sia necessaria per esprimere I'amore che la Chiesa nutre per il
Suo Sposo e per attestare di fronte agli uomini I'amore misericordioso che Dio nutre per essi.
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[2] When | met the Patriarchs of the Eastern Catholic Churches on 29 September 1998, on the
occasion of the plenary assembly of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches, | stressed that
"episcopal collegiality is exercised in a particularly significant way in the canonical structure of
your Churches. The Patriarchs in fact act in close union with their Synods. The aim of any
authentic synodality is harmony, so that the Trinity may be glorified in the Church™ (Address to
the Patriarchs of the Eastern Catholic Churches, n. 3). The whole of the Church's history shows
that harmony is necessary to express the Church's love for her Bridegroom and to attest before
men and women God's merciful love for them.

16 October 2003

Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortion Pastores Gregis
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/it/apost_exhortations/documents/hf jp-
ii_exh 20031016 pastores-gregis.html

[61] I rapporti, infatti, tra i Vescovi di una Chiesa patriarcale e il Patriarca, che a sua volta ¢ il
Vescovo dell'eparchia patriarcale, si sviluppano sulla base stabilita gia in antichita nei Canoni
degli Apostoli: « Bisogna che i Vescovi di ciascuna nazione sappiano chi tra loro € il primo e lo
considerino come loro capo e non facciano nulla di importante senza il suo assenso; ciascuno
non si occupera che di cio che riguarda il suo distretto e i territori che da esso dipendono; ma
anch'egli non faccia nulla senza I'assenso di tutti; cosi la concordia regnera e Dio sara glorificato,
per Cristo nello Spirito Santo ».2%® Questo canone esprime I'antica prassi della sinodalita nelle
Chiese d'Oriente, offrendone al tempo stesso il fondamento teologico e il significato dossologico,
poiché e affermato chiaramente che I'azione sinodale dei Vescovi nella concordia rende culto e
gloria a Dio Uno e Trino.

Nella vita sinodale delle Chiese patriarcali, dunque, dev'essere riconosciuta un‘attuazione
effettiva della dimensione collegiale del ministero episcopale. Tutti i Vescovi legittimamente
consacrati partecipano al Sinodo della loro Chiesa patriarcale in quanto pastori di una porzione
del Popolo di Dio. Tuttavia, il ruolo del primo, ossia del Patriarca, e riconosciuto come un
elemento a suo modo costituente I'azione collegiale. Non si da, infatti, alcuna azione collegiale
senza un «primo » riconosciuto come tale. La sinodalita, per altro verso, non distrugge né
diminuisce la legittima autonomia d'ogni VVescovo nel governo della propria Chiesa; afferma,
pero, l'affetto collegiale dei VVescovi corresponsabili di tutte le Chiese particolari comprese nel
Patriarcato.

[61] Relations between the Bishops of a Patriarchal Church and the Patriarch, who for his part is
Bishop of the Patriarchal Eparchy, develop on the foundation already laid down in antiquity in
the Canons of the Apostles: "The Bishops of each nation should know who among them is the
first and should consider him as their head and do nothing of importance without his assent. Each
should be concerned only with what regards his own district and its dependent territories; but at
the same time he should do nothing without the assent of all. In this way concord will reign and
God will be glorified through Christ in the Holy Spirit".?>® This canon expresses the Eastern
Churches' ancient practice of synodality, while presenting its theological basis and its
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doxological significance, for it clearly affirms that the synodal action of the Bishops in concord
gives worship and glory to the Triune God.

The synodal life of the Patriarchal Churches must therefore be acknowledged as an effective
implementation of the collegial dimension of the episcopal ministry. All legitimately consecrated
Bishops take part in the Synod of their Patriarchal Church as the pastors of a portion of the
People of God. Nonetheless, the role of the "primus," that is, the Patriarch, is acknowledged as an
element which in its own way is constitutive of the collegial action. There can be no collegial
action without a "primus" who is recognized as such. Synodality does not destroy or diminish
the legitimate autonomy of each Bishop in the governance of his own Church; rather it affirms
the spirit of collegiality of the Bishops who are co-responsible for all the particular Churches
within the Patriarchate.

POPE BENEDICT XVI

12 December 2008

Address to the Participant in Plenary Assembly of the Pontifical Council for Promoting
Christian Unity
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/it/speeches/2008/december/documents/hf ben-
Xvi_spe 20081212 plenaria-chrstuni.html

Ringraziamo il Signore per i significativi passi in avanti compiuti, ad esempio, nei rapporti con
le Chiese ortodosse e con le antiche Chiese ortodosse di Oriente sia per quanto concerne il
dialogo teologico, sia per il consolidamento e la crescita della fraternita ecclesiale. L'ultimo
documento della Commissione Mista Internazionale per il Dialogo Teologico tra la Chiesa
cattolica e le Chiese ortodosse sul tema "Comunione Ecclesiale, conciliarita e autorita”, a cui ha
fatto esplicito accenno Sua Santita Bartolomeo | parlando alla recente Assemblea Generale
Ordinaria del Sinodo dei VVescovi, apre sicuramente una prospettiva positiva di riflessione sulla
relazione che esiste tra primato e sinodalita nella Chiesa, argomento questo di cruciale
importanza nei rapporti con i fratelli ortodossi, e che sara oggetto di approfondimento e di
confronto in prossime riunioni.

Let us thank the Lord for the important advances that have taken place, for example, in relations
with the Orthodox Churches and with the ancient Oriental Orthodox Churches, as regards both
the theological dialogue and the consolidation and growth of ecclesial brotherhood. The latest
Document of the Joint International Commission for Theological Dialogue Between the Catholic
Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches on the theme, "Ecclesial communion, conciliarity
and authority" to which H.H. Bartholomew | referred in his discourse to the recent Ordinary
General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, certainly unfolds a positive prospect of reflection on
the relationship that exists between primacy and synodality in the Church. This is a matter of
crucial importance in relations with our Orthodox brethren and will be the subject of examination
and exchanges at the next meetings.
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19 September 2009

Address at the Meeting of Eastern Catholic Patriarchs and Major Archbishops
https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/it/speeches/2009/september/documents/hf ben-
Xvi_spe 20090919 patr-arciv-orient.html

Quanto a me, avverto come precipuo dovere promuovere gquella sinodalita tanto cara
all’ecclesiologia orientale e salutata con apprezzamento dal Concilio Ecumenico Vaticano II.

For my part, | feel it is my main duty to encourage the synodality so dear to Eastern ecclesiology
and acknowledged with appreciation by the Second Vatican Ecumenical Council.

POPE FRANCIS

28 June 2013

Address to the Delegation of the Ecumenical Patriarchate
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/it/speeches/2013/june/documents/papa-
francesco 20130628 patriarcato-ecumenico-costantinopoli.html

Questa Commissione ha gia prodotto molti testi comuni ed ora studia il delicato tema della
relazione teologica ed ecclesiologica tra primato e sinodalita nella vita della Chiesa. E
significativo che oggi si riesca a riflettere insieme, nella verita e nella carita, su queste tematiche
iniziando da cio che ci accomuna, senza tuttavia nascondere cio che ancora ci separa. Non si
tratta di un mero esercizio teorico, ma di conoscere a fondo le reciproche tradizioni per
comprenderle e, talora, anche per apprendere da esse. Mi riferisco ad esempio alla riflessione
della Chiesa cattolica sul senso della collegialita episcopale, e alla tradizione della sinodalita,
cosi tipica delle Chiese ortodosse.

This Commission has already produced many common texts and is now studying the delicate
theme of the theological and ecclesiological relationship between primacy and synodality in the
Church’s life. It is significant that today we are able to reflect together on these areas in truth and
love, beginning from what we have in common, yet without concealing what still divides us.
This is no mere theoretical exercise: it demands in-depth knowledge of one another’s traditions
in order to understand them and sometimes also to learn from them. I am speaking for example
of Catholic Church’s reflection on the meaning of episcopal collegiality and the tradition of
synodality, so characteristic of the Orthodox Churches.
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29 June 2013

Homily on the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul with the Metropolitans Receiving the Pallium
and in the Presence of the Delegation of the Ecumenical Patriarchate
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/it/homilies/2013/documents/papa-
francesco_20130629 omelia-pallio.html

[3] Confermare nell’unita: il Sinodo dei Vescovi, in armonia con il primato. Dobbiamo andare
per questa strada della sinodalita, crescere in armonia con il servizio del primato.

[3] To confirm in unity: the Synod of Bishops, in harmony with the primate. Let us go forward
on the path of synodality, and grow in harmony with the service of the primacy.

21 September 2013

Interview with Father Antonio Spadaro S.J.
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/it/speeches/2013/september/documents/papa-
francesco 20130921 intervista-spadaro.html

Si deve camminare insieme: la gente, i vescovi e il Papa. La sinodalita va vissuta a vari livelli.
Forse ¢ il tempo di mutare la metodologia del Sinodo, perché quella attuale mi sembra statica.
Questo potra anche avere valore ecumenico, specialmente con i nostri fratelli Ortodossi. Da loro
si puo imparare di piu sul senso della collegialita episcopale e sulla tradizione della sinodalita.
Lo sforzo di riflessione comune, guardando a come si governava la Chiesa nei primi secoli,
prima della rottura tra Oriente e Occidente, dara frutti a suo tempo. Nelle relazioni ecumeniche
questo é importante: non solo conoscersi meglio, ma anche riconoscere cio che lo Spirito ha
seminato negli altri come un dono anche per noi. Voglio proseguire la riflessione su come
esercitare il primato petrino, gia iniziata nel 2007 dalla Commissione Mista, e che ha portato alla
firma del Documento di Ravenna. Bisogna continuare su gquesta strada.

We must walk together: the people, the bishops and the pope. Synodality should be lived at
various levels. Maybe it is time to change the methods of the Synod of Bishops, because it seems
to me that the current method is not dynamic. This will also have ecumenical value, especially
with our Orthodox brethren. From them we can learn more about the meaning of episcopal
collegiality and the tradition of synodality. The joint effort of reflection, looking at how the
church was governed in the early centuries, before the breakup between East and West, will bear
fruit in due time. In ecumenical relations it is important not only to know each other better, but
also to recognize what the Spirit has sown in the other as a gift for us. | want to continue the
discussion that was begun in 2007 by the Joint Commission on how to exercise the Petrine
primacy, which led to the signing of the Ravenna Document. We must continue on this path.
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24 November 2013

Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/it/apost_exhortations/documents/papa-
francesco esortazione-ap 20131124 evangelii-gaudium.html

[246] Solo per fare un esempio, nel dialogo con i fratelli ortodossi, noi cattolici abbiamo la
possibilita di imparare qualcosa di piu sul significato della collegialita episcopale e sulla loro
esperienza della sinodalita. Attraverso uno scambio di doni, lo Spirito puo condurci sempre di
piu alla verita e al bene.

[246] To give but one example, in the dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and sisters, we
Catholics have the opportunity to learn more about the meaning of episcopal collegiality and
their experience of synodality. Through an exchange of gifts, the Spirit can lead us ever more
fully into truth and goodness.
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