
 

 

Sensus Fidei and Consensus in a Synodal Church 
Yves Congar believed that Catholic ecclesiology over the last two 

millennia can be divided quite simply into two distinct periods. The first 
millennium, he said, operated out of what he called a communio-ecclesiology; 
the church of the second millennium, shifted to operating out of a top-down 
ecclesiology, which Congar summarized as “hierarchology.”1.  Today I want 
to share my hope that, in the wake of Vatican II and its reception by Pope 
Francis, historians will look back on the church of the third millennium as one 
characterized by an ecclesiology of “synodality”.  

The Second Vatican Council doesn’t use the specific term “synodality”, 
nor the term “synodal”. For the council the gathering of a synod was 
understood as a way for the church to exercise the “collegiality” among the 
bishops and the pope. “Synodality” is a more expansive notion than 
“collegiality”, although it includes it. 

Eventually, Vatican II came to see the church as more than just the pope 
and bishops and their collegial collaboration. The second chapter of Lumen 
Gentium gets to the heart of the matter: “the church of Christ” is, before all else, 
“the People of God,” all “the faithful”, all the baptized disciples of Jesus Christ 
who have faith in him as their Lord and Saviour. 

It is at this level of reflection on the nature of the church—as the universitas 
fidelium (LG 12)—that Pope Francis sees his notion of “synodality” 
characterising the life and mission of the church. With this term, he is seeking, 
first of all, to capture Vatican II’s vision of the church “ad intra”, emphasising 
among other things the importance of dialogue within the church. In Gaudium 
et Spes 92, we read: “In virtue of its mission to enlighten the whole world with 
the message of the Gospel and to gather together in one spirit all women and 

 
1 For some examples of his use of the word “hierarchology”, see Yves Congar, "The Historical Development 
of Authority in the Church: Points for Christian Reflection," in Problems of Authority, ed. John M. Todd 
(Baltimore: Helicon Press, 1962), 119–56, at 144; Yves Congar, Lay People in the Church: A Study for a Theology 
of Laity, trans. Donald Attwater, 2d rev. ed. (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1965), 44. 



 

 

men of every nation, race and culture, the church shows itself as a sign of that 
amity which renders possible sincere dialogue (dialogum) and strengthens it.” 
(GS 92a) It then goes on: “Such a mission requires us first of all to create in the 
church itself mutual esteem, reverence and harmony, and to acknowledge all 
legitimate diversity (legitima diversitate); in this way all who constitute the one 
People of God will be able to engage in ever more fruitful dialogue (colloquium), 
whether they are pastors or other members of the faithful” (GS 92b). 

However, in his programmatic speech on synodality in 2015, on the 
occasion of the 50th anniversary of the creation of the Synod of Bishops, after 
speaking of synodality within the church, Pope Francis states: “Our gaze also 
extends to humanity as a whole. A synodal Church is like a standard lifted up 
among the nations (cf. Is 11:12) in a world which—while calling for 
participation, solidarity and transparency in public administration—often 
consigns the fate of entire peoples to the grasp of small but powerful groups.” 
In other words, a synodal church is not only about how we operate within the 
church but we are called to be synodal also because then we become, ad extra, 
what we are called to be in our fractured world: a sacrament which both reveals 
and brings about God’s desire for how human beings should relate to one 
another.  

Vatican II sought to address “the relationship between the church and the 
world and the dialogue between them” (GS 40). Importantly, this church-
world relationship was seen as a dialogue, not a monologue; of receiving, not 
just giving. The council speaks not only of the divine gift of revelation and 
salvation which the church offers the world, but also of “what the church 
receives from the world of today” (section title of GS 44). “With the help of the 
Holy Spirit, it is the task of the whole people of God, particularly of its pastors 
and theologians, to listen and distinguish the many voices of our times and to 
interpret them in the light of the divine Word, in order that the revealed truth 
may be more deeply penetrated, better understood, and more suitably 
presented” (GS 44). 



 

 

How does the Spirit help us? 

With his notion of synodality, Pope Francis focuses on the indispensable 
role of the Holy Spirit. He loves to quote the injunction found seven times in 
the last book of the New Testament: “Listen to what the Spirit is saying to the 
churches.”2  

For Vatican II, divine revelation, in its primary sense, is God’s loving 
encounter with human beings throughout history, above all in the coming of 
Jesus Christ and the sending of the Holy Spirit.  Dei Verbum 8 teaches: “Thus 
God, who spoke in the past, dialogues without interruption (sine intermissione 
colloquitur) with the spouse of his beloved Son. And the Holy Spirit … leads 
believers to the full truth and makes the word of Christ dwell in them in all its 
richness.” 

Reflecting on how the church can access this guidance of the Holy Spirit 
brings us to the very heart of synodality—the means through which the Holy 
Spirit communicates and enlightens the church. Lumen Gentium 12 teaches that 
the conduit between the church and the Holy Spirit is through a special gift 
which the Spirit gives to all baptised believers—“the supernatural sensus fidei 
of the whole people”. The Spirit not only grants the gift of fides, but also a sensus 
fidei, a special gift for interpreting revelation. The Spirit “moves the heart and 
converts it to God and opens the eyes of the mind… so that revelation may be 
more and more deeply understood” (DV 5). With the gift of a sensus fidei, “the 
people unfailingly adheres to this faith, penetrates it more deeply through 
right judgment, and applies it more fully in daily life” (DV 8). 

There is, however, a tension created through this gift from the Holy Spirit, 
an ecclesial tension which is of the Spirit’s own making. This is the tension 
between an individual’s sense of the faith (“sensus fidei fidelis”) and the 
community of the faithful’s sense of the faith (“sensus fidei fidelium”). Therefore, 
Pope Francis often speaks of the importance of individual and communal 
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discernment in a synodal church. Discernment requires constant conversion to 
the Gospel and an openness to the perspective of others in the community. In 
dialogue with a community, an individual in a group may perhaps be drawn 
to revise his or her individual faith perspective by incorporating the (perhaps 
contrary) view of others. This movement from the individual to the communal 
requires self-awareness, interior freedom, and the virtue of humility. The 
Spirit-created tension between the sensus fidei fidelis and a sensus fidei fidelium 
thus parallels the creative tension between an individual discernment of spirits 
and a communal discernment of spirits regarding what God would desire at 
this time and place. This tensive and dynamic movement illustrates one of 
Pope Francis’ guiding axioms: “the whole is greater than the part, but it is also 
greater than the sum of its parts” (Evangelii Gaudium, 235). In other words, in 
communal discernment, a new sense of the faith can be discovered, beyond the 
perspectives of the individuals involved. Communal discernment, therefore, is 
the spiritual process whereby individuals, through listening to each other’s 
sensing of the faith regarding a particular issue, and testing it against the 
teaching and praxis of Jesus (as witnessed to in scripture and tradition), come, 
as a faith community, to new senses of the faith for this time and this place.  

The dynamic tension between individual and communal discernment 
characterizes the dynamism at work in what the council calls “the living 
tradition” (DV 12). Dei Verbum 8 states that “the tradition that comes from the 
apostles makes progress in the church with the help of the Holy Spirit.” It then 
speaks of three interrelated means through which the Holy Spirit works. 
Firstly, theological scholarship: “the contemplation and study of believers who 
ponder these things in their hearts.” Secondly, the sensus fidelium: “the intimate 
sense of spiritual realities which [believers] experience.” And thirdly, the 
episcopate: “the preaching of those who, on succeeding to the episcopatus, have 
received the sure charism of truth.” This “sure charism of truth”, when 
understood in the light of this whole paragraph, and indeed all of the Vatican 
II documents, presupposes the search for truth as a dialogue between all of the 
three interrelated ways in which the Spirit guides the church: theological 



 

 

scholarship, the sensus fidelium, the magisterium. Accordingly, Walter Kasper 
speaks of Vatican II’s call for “a new form of ecclesiality: orthodoxy through 
dialogue”.3 And, for Pope Francis, this new form of ecclesiality is best captured 
in the term “synodality.”  

In one sense, the Synod of Bishops is one way in which this threefold 
dialogue can occur between theological scholarship, the sensus fidelium, and the 
magisterium, in order to arrive at a consensus ecclesiae. In another sense, the 
Synod of Bishop is a way of bringing to convergence the three dimensions of 
ecclesial communio envisaged by the Second Vatican Council. The church, 
Vatican II taught, can be conceived as: (1) a communio fidelium (UR 2), i.e., a 
communion of all the faithful in the church; (2) a communio ecclesiarum (AG 19; 
38), i.e., a communion of all the local churches throughout the world where the 
faithful of a particular area live; and finally (3), as a communio hierarchica (LG 
21–22), i.e., a communion of all the bishops of those local churches, i.e., the 
communio episcoporum. To each of these one might speak of a sensus fidelium, a 
sensus ecclesiarum, and a sensus episcoporum. The Synod of Bishops, then, is that 
point when these three dimensions of ecclesial communion can converge, with 
the goal of arriving at a consensus ecclesiae.  

The synodal process begins by attending to “the supernatural sense of the 
faith of the whole people”, the sensus fidelium. According to the Apostolic 
Constitution Episcopalis Communio, “the Synod of Bishops must increasingly 
become a privileged instrument for listening to the People of God” (EC, 6). The 
document then quotes Pope Francis: “For the Synod Fathers we ask the Holy 
Spirit first of all for the gift of listening: to listen to God, that with him we may 
hear the cry of the people; to listen to the people until breathing in the desire 
to which God calls us”.4 The Apostolic Constitution goes on to state: “Although 
structurally it is essentially configured as an episcopal body, this does not 
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mean that the Synod exists separately from the rest of the faithful. On the 
contrary, it is a suitable instrument to give voice to the entire People of God, 
specifically via the Bishops, established by God as ‘authentic guardians, 
interpreters and witnesses of the faith of the whole Church’, demonstrating, 
from one Assembly to another, that it is an eloquent expression of synodality 
as a ‘constitutive element of the Church’” (EC, 6).5  

In this way, too, the Synod of Bishops is also an expression of the communio 
ecclesiarum, the communion of all the local churches in which the faithful live 
out the Gospel. The Apostolic Constitution states that it is intended that the 
Synod “become more and more a specific manifestation and effective 
implementation of the solicitude of the episcopate for all the Churches” (EC, 
4). The communion among the faithful, the communion among the local 
churches, and the communion among their bishops is expressed in the coming 
together of the Synod of Bishops. As Pope Francis puts it: “The faithful people, 
the college of bishops, the Bishop of Rome: all listening to each other, and all 
listening to the Holy Spirit, the ‘Spirit of Truth’ (Jn 14:17), in order to know 
what he ‘says to the Churches’.”6 Dei Verbum speaks of this mutuality between 
all the faithful and the bishops as a conspiratio: “in maintaining, practicing and 
professing the faith that has been handed on there is a unique interplay 
(conspiratio) between the bishops and the faithful” (DV, 10). This conspiratio, 
this “breathing together”, occurs when, in “a synodal church… a church which 
listens”, the breath of the Holy Spirit can blow, bringing forth a consensus 
ecclesiae. How we can help the Church to reach this consensus? 

I conclude by sharing with you the two suggestions I made when i 
addressed the synodal assembly during the inauguration ceremony on the 9th 
Ocotber. Although I am aware that even in a council the consent of the Fathers 
is measured by the vote, I wonder and I ask you if we should not reflect on this 
point, to find other solutions to verify the consent. Is it so impossible to 
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imagine, for example, resorting to the vote on the Final Document of the Synod 
of Bishops and its individual numbers only when the consensus is not certain? 
Isn't it enough to provide reasoned objections to the text, perhaps signed by an 
adequate number of members of the Assembly, resolved with a supplement 
for further discussion, and to resort to voting as a final and unwanted instance? 
I limit myself to these few questions, not to give a solution, but to point out a 
problem on which we must carefully reflect. 

A further reflection I made was about the reception phase. We know that 
reception is the process through which the decisions of a synod are received. I 
wonder: if instead of ending the assembly by delivering the final document to 
the Holy Father, we could make another step, that of returning the conclusions 
of the assembly to the particular Churches from which the whole synodal 
process began? In this case the final document would reach the Bishop of 
Rome, who has always and by all been recognized as the one who issues the 
decrees established by the councils and synods, already accompanied by the 
consent of all the Churches. Moreover, the consensus on the document could 
not be limited only to the bishop's consent, but also extend to the people of 
God which he again will summon to close the synodal process opened on 
October 17, 2021. In this case the Bishop of Rome, principle of unity of all 
baptized and of all the bishops, would receive a document that jointly 
manifests the consent of the People of God and the College of Bishops: there 
would be the case of an act of manifestation of the sensus omnium fidelium, 
which would at the same time also be an act of the magisterium of the Bishops 
scattered around the world in communion with the Pope. 


