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The word synod is derived from Greek words that mean “together” and “journey.” Pope Francis says that this word describes the very nature of the Church: we are the People of God journeying together through history, through particular times and events, always in the company of, and guided by, the Holy Spirit toward the banquet that God has prepared for everyone.
Acts of the Apostles provides the inspiration for Pope Francis as he calls the people of God to come together to discern the way forward for our Church. In Acts, when issues arose, issues such as whether to preach to Gentiles or whether Gentile converts had to also follow Jewish law, the church came together, shared their own experiences of the Spirit’s presence, debated the possible paths forward, and allowed the Holy Spirit to lead them to a solution. In the end, they could say to the church, “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts 15:28). 
The Church has followed that pattern through the centuries, coming together in regional synods and ecumenical councils to discern the way forward, especially in times of upheaval and change. Now, in our time, Pope Francis is calling the whole People of God – laity, religious and clergy – to come together to speak of their own experience and desires for the Church. It is in the process of telling and listening, of discussing and even arguing, Pope Francis says, that we can hear and respond to the prompting of the Holy Spirit and find the way forward as a Church according to God’s plan.
It is only through this broad collaboration among all the people of the Church that the bishops who meet in the synod can discern the direction in which the Holy Spirit is leading us as a Church. So it is important that everyone, the daily-mass-goers and the long-alienated and everyone in between, speaks up, offering their particular insight about this journey that we are on together as the People of God. As Pope Francis told the people of his own diocese, the church of Rome, “there will always be disagreements, thank God, but solutions have to be sought by listening to God and to the ways he speaks in our midst. By praying and opening our eyes to everything around us; by practicing a life of fidelity to the Gospel; by seeking answers in God’s revelation [we persevere] in the journey begun in the Acts of the Apostles.”*

Is this something new?
As Acts of the Apostles shows us, the church has gathered to respond to the various issues of the times from the beginning, so “synods” are not new. In every case, bishops and others gathered in a synod depended on the guidance and inspiration of the Holy Spirit; those gathered in synod have also depended on input from others in the Church to help them discern the true prompting of the Holy Spirit.
What Pope Francis has done increasingly during his pontificate is to widen the circle of advisors and broaden the scope of their input to the deliberations of the bishops gathered in a given synod. With this synod on the nature of the Church, he has asked all the people of God – the whole Church – to pray and to listen and to speak from their own experience and from their own desires for the Church.
What is the process? Who can participate?
Pope Francis has described the synod as a process of dialogue among ourselves and dialogue with the Holy Spirit. The synod is “a journey of listening to one another and to the Holy Spirit, discussing yes, but discussing with the Holy Spirit, which is a way of praying.” The discussion is more than simply communicating and comparing opinions; it is more than just counting up majority and minority options. Rather, the Synod is a place where we bring our problems with the Church into the dialogue, where we listen to others and hear their problems. He says, “This is important: that we let our own problems come out in the dialogue, without trying to hide them or justify them. Do not be afraid!” Pope Francis continues, “Do not be afraid to engage in dialogue and even to be taken aback by what you hear, for this is the dialogue of salvation. . . . Don’t limit yourself to those who come to church or think as you do . . . Let everyone come in. Go out and meet them, let them question you, let their questions become your questions. Journey together: the Spirit will lead you; trust in the Spirit.”

Will our voices actually be heard?
In all honesty, individual voices will probably not be heard. But, like voting, where each vote does count in the final tally, our individual voices will be joined with all the other individual voices who are speaking in the same vein. As the individual responses are collected and collated, each voice is joined by many others and the collected voices, speaking together, become loud enough to be heard.
As Pope Francis writes, our listening “must not neglect all those ‘intuitions’ found where we would least expect them . . . The Holy Spirit in his freedom knows no boundaries or tests of admission.” Pope Francis urges us not to be discouraged by the enormity of the task of dialogue, but to take the synodal process seriously. He says to the diocese of Rome, and to the whole Church, “I came here to encourage you . . . and to tell you that the Holy Spirit needs you. It is true: the Holy Spirit needs us. Listen to him by listening to each other. Leave no one behind or excluded.”
Your voice is essential to this synodal process and the synod team for Mater Dei pledges to keep each vein of thought as distinct as we can in our report to the diocese. 

*All quotations are from Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to the Faithful of the Diocese of Rome, Saturday, 18 September 2021, available at
www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2021/september/documents/20210918-fedeli-diocesiroma.html
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