
The journey of building a synodal church will be inspired by two ‘images’ from Scripture. The first is 

found in the ‘community scene’ played out by three ‘actors’ – Jesus, the crowd and the Apostles. Jesus is 

the absolute protagonist who takes the initiative by announcing without partiality the coming of the 

Kingdom of God in both word and sign. Jesus pays special attention to those ‘separated’ from God 

(sinners) and those abandoned by the community (the poor).  In all these encounters faith emerges as 

an affirmation of people’s value and worth – their plea is heard; their difficulty is helped, and their 

dignity is confirmed by God’s gaze. It is clear in the Scripture that Jesus had a constant openness to the 

widest possible audience which the Gospels refer to as the crowd. This ‘second actor “puts us in touch  

with a greater comprehension of the work of evangelization and the message of salvation. Jesus 

proclaims the Good News to the ‘people’ of ordinary life and the ‘everyone’ of the human condition, 

engaging in conversation with individuals that some would find surprising and even scandalous. Among 

this number would be the woman at the well and the Canaanite woman. Some of these persons will 

follow Jesus more explicitly while others return to their homes, but all will testify to the power of faith 

that has saved them. Among those who follow Jesus on the way are the ‘third actor’ – the Apostles. 

They are called by Jesus to mediate the crowd’s relationship with Him and his message. The election of 

the Apostles is not the privilege of an exclusive position of power and separation, but the grace of an 

inclusive ministry of blessing and fellowship. Filled with the Spirit of the Risen Christ they guard the 

place of Jesus without replacing Him: “not to put filters on his presence, but to make it easy to 

encounter Him.” 

None of these three ‘actors’ can leave the scene if the Church is to increasingly become who she is. 

Without Jesus, the Church simply becomes a political or cultural entity. Without the apostles evangelical 

truth is compromised and Jesus can be reduced to myth. Without the crowd, religion becomes self-

referential and self-absorbed, and evangelization loses its light. An ‘extra’ actor is introduced in this 

chapter of the document – the antagonist – that seeks to divide and to thwart the common path. It can 

manifest itself in religious rigor, in moral injunction more demanding than that of Jesus and in the 

seduction of worldly political wisdom. To escape the deception of the fourth actor continuous 

conversion is necessary. The inspiration for such conversion is found in the second Scriptural image – 

the story of Cornelius and the Council of Jerusalem, a crucial reference point for a synodal Church. In 

this image we see first the conversion of Cornelius who is then called by name to send for Peter. What 

unfolds next is the conversion of Peter himself. Peter is working from a sense of religious identity that 

understands election as a difference that entails separation and exclusion from other people. He must 

go through a true and proper conversion, “the painful and immensely fruitful passage of leaving one’s 

own cultural and religious categories.” As he joins with the pagans in eating the food considered 

forbidden and encounters them at their table and in their home, he comes to a new understanding – the 

difference established by election does not imply exclusive preference but rather service and witness of 

a universal breadth. He comes to a perspective that is inclusive, welcoming, and journeying with! The 

same mode of conversation and dialogue that marks the exchange between Peter and Cornelius will find 

its way into the proceedings of the Council of Jerusalem, where Peter will relate his own struggle with 

going against the traditional norm to those who were accusing him, moving them from being aggressive 

and combative (dualistic thinking) into a process of discernment that consists of listening together to the 

Spirit (unitive thinking).  


