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EUCHARIST AND SYNODALITY IN THE CHURCH

Introduction

“For a synodal Church: communion, participation and mission” is the
theme of the XVI Ordinary General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops.
This forthcoming synod is remarkably unique on account of its theme i.e.,
it will be a synod about a synod, and its process which is truly participative in its scope i.e., it will involve the participation of many persons
from the level of a diocese to the level of the universal Church over a period of two years, from October 2021 till October 2023. Pope Francis is
profoundly convinced that “it is precisely this path of synodality which
God expects of the Church of the third millennium” and that “what the
Lord is asking of us is already in some sense present in the very word
‘synod’”.1
We recall that the goal of a synod, especially the Synod of Bishops, is
to deepen and strengthen communion2 in the Church. One can discern
clearly the importance of Eucharistic spirituality for a synodal Church
because the grace (res tantum) of the Eucharist is communion with God
and with one another.3 Thus, we can say that the synodal nature of the
Church is ordinarily realized and expressed in the Eucharist, “the source
and summit of Christian life”.4 This is the simple nexus which I hope to
explore in this talk.
Synodality: “Walking-Together” Towards Communion

Synodality is the Church’s modus vivendi et operandi,5 it is a way of
discerning what is good for the Church in in its pilgrimage through time
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and space, through history and cultures. Synodality is a characteristic of a
pilgrim Church that moves in communion towards the Father, in fidelity
to Christ, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Ignatius of Antioch, in
his letter to the community in Ephesus, says that members of the Church
are σύνοδοι, “companions on the way”, by virtue of the dignity of
baptism and their friendship with Christ.6 It seems useful, at this juncture,
to distinguish between:
a) “synodal spirit” (“affective synodality”) i.e., an overarching ethos
animating Church communion at all times; manifested in an
ordinary, but profound way, in the Eucharistic assembly.

b) “synodal moments”, “synodal events” (“effective synodality”) or
the concrete manifestation of such spirit when an ecclesial community (parish, religious congregation, local or universal Church) is
convoked by legitimate authority (parish priest, superior, bishop,
Pope) to decide on contentious issues (e.g., heresies in the early
centuries) or to discern together what is good for the community
(renewal etc); and then for the legitimate authority (religious
superior, council, bishop, Pope) to make decisions for the common
good. The goal of such gathering is to strengthen communion.7
Example of synodal moments are: religious chapter, parish pastoral
council, diocesan synod, synod of bishops, ecumenical council etc.
And if we take seriously our notion of the family as ecclesia
domestica, then family meetings and gatherings are rudimentary
“synodal moments” as well.
Ecclesial Discernment and Decision

We have decided, the Holy Spirit and us…8 (Acts 15:28). This is a remarkable, moment in the history of the Church. Faced with division, the
Church takes a decision in an unprecedented way. James, leader of the
Jerusalem community, pronounced this bold judgment, the first outcome
of an arduous communal discernment of a nascent church, together with
the apostles Peter and Paul, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
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Prior to this pivotal moment, the apostles, under the leadership of
Peter, cast lots to determine who will take the place of Judas Iscariot.
They had clear criteria who to choose: “it is necessary that one who
accompanied us the whole time the Lord Jesus came and went among
us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day on which he was
taken up from us, become with us a witness to his resurrection” (Acts
1:21-22). They prayed for guidance but when the time came to choose
between Joseph and Matthias, they resorted to lots. Thus, the decision
taken was not a result of an internal process of communal discernment
but an impersonal and external act of divination of God’s will that is
similar to the one used in the Old Testament: “and [Aaron] will cast lots
to see which of the two must be of the Lord and which of Azazel” (Lev
16:8).9 God remains transcendent and invisible, whose will is made
known through an inanimate object, insulated, as it were, from the possibility of human manipulation and error in judgment.
As Master of the Order of Preachers (also known as Dominicans) how
I wish to be spared from making difficult decisions; if only our constitution allows for “drawing of lots” as a legitimate way for making
decisions! But the choice of Matthias is the last drawing of lots that we
see in the New Testament. After Pentecost, decision-making radically
changed due to the immanent presence of the Holy Spirit who takes an
“active role” in the life of church. For this reason, the Acts of the
Apostles is called by many biblical scholars as “Acts of the Holy Spirit”.
In the so-called Council of Jerusalem, James, head of the Jerusalem
community, pronounced his judgment: “For it seemed good to the Holy
Spirit and to us to lay upon you no greater burden than these essentials”
(Acts 15:28). An important decision is no longer made by an external
divination of God’s will but by a communal process of intense dialogue
and patient discernment under the guidance of the Holy Spirit to determine what is truly good for the community. For the “Spirit of truth who
guides into all truth” (John 16:13) now “dwells in them” (1 Cor. 3:16).
After Pentecost, the “apostolic manner” for making decisions, “in the
presence of the Lord”, is communal discernment. Communicating the
decision to the communities through a letter, then choosing and sending
delegates to accompany the letter’s reception by the communities are
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integral to the entire process of making and implementing a communal
decision (Acts 15:22-32).
Allow me to mention here that Pope Francis, in Praedicator Gratiae
(24 May 2021), his gracious letter to the Order of Preachers affirmed that
“the ‘synodal’ process enabled the Order to adapt its life and mission to
changing historical contexts while maintaining fraternal communion”.
This synodal structure is concretized in its “inclusive form of governance, in which all shared in the process of discernment and decision
making, in accordance with their respective roles and authority, through
the system of chapters at all levels”.
Eucharistic Spirituality and Synodality

The story of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus presents elements
that can help us grow in the synodal life in the Church. The two were
walking together (synodoi), just as Jesus told those whom he sent to
preach the Kingdom. However, they were walking away from Jerusalem,
the community of the apostles, because they had lost hope: “we were
hoping that he would be the one to redeem Israel”. Then Jesus walked
with them, explained the Scriptures and broke bread. Listening to the
Word opened their minds, the breaking of the bread restored their hope!
The Church, the communion of the baptized, makes real and present
its synodal nature in the celebration of the Eucharist, a celebration of its
communion with God and with one another. The Eucharist is truly food
via te cum, nourishment for the pilgrim people of God, the Eucharistic
assembly that seeks to grow in deeper understanding of the faith and
greater love of the Lord: “Whenever the Church celebrates the Eucharist,
the faithful can in some way relive the experience of the two disciples on
the road to Emmaus: “their eyes were opened and they recognized him”
(Lk 24:31).10 Thus, we can say that the synodal nature of the Church
is ordinarily realized and expressed in the Eucharist,“the source and
summit of Christian life”.11
The Eucharistic assembly (synaxis) is the most basic, hence the most
universal expression and actualization of the synodal life. In it we find
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elements that foster affectus synodalis. Thus, salient aspects of Eucharistic spirituality must permeate the various expressions of synodal life.
Gathered in the name of the Trinity. The Eucharist begins with the
sign of the cross and the invocation of the Trinity. A gathering that is
convoked in the name of God, signifies that its acts are done in His
Name. In a profound sense, the Church becomes a sacrament of Christ for
it becomes a bearer of his Presence: “For where two or three are
gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matt
18:20). Thus, when divisions arise or lines of fracture become manifest in
a community on account of differences in conviction or persuasion, then
it is time to pause and conscientiously consider whether adherence to
such divisive convictions is truly done in God’s name and reveals
Christ’s presence in their midst.
Reconciliation. A gathering convoked in the name of the Trinity
fosters communion by an act of reconciliation with God (vertical reconciliation) and with one another (horizontal reconciliation). The confessio
peccati celebrates God’s merciful love and expresses a desire not to
allow the divisive tendency of sin get in the way of unity: “Therefore, if
you bring your gift to the altar, and there recall that your brother has
anything against you, leave your gift there at the altar, go first and be
reconciled with your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matt
5:23-24). In his homily at the opening of the Synod of Bishops in 2012,
Pope Benedict indicated that the best path to the new evangelization is
through reconciliation.12 The best way to heal fractured relationships and
broken hearts is through reconciliation. Jesus tells us, if you offer your
gift to the altar and realized that you have something against your
brother or sister, leave your gift, be reconciled first, then come back to
offer your gift (Matt 5:23-24). The Eucharist is the sacrament of
communion and unity. It is no wonder that we begin its celebration with
the penitential rite, by asking pardon and reconciliation. And just before
we receive Holy Communion, we give each other the sign of Christ’s
peace. The, res tantum, the full grace of the Eucharist is impeded if we
are not fully reconciled.
“Horizontal reconciliation” happens when both persons involved in a
conflict humble themselves and decide to tread the path of a healed
future, empowered by a healed memory. Jim Campbell OP was an
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American who served in the US Air Force during World War II and took
part in the bombing of Japan. Even after he joined the Order, he was
tormented by what he did as a soldier. When he met a Japanese Dominican, Fr. Oshida, he approached him and apologized: “Fr. Oshida,
I bombed your people during the war, I have come to apologize.”
Fr. Oshida replied: “I was part of the Japanese anti-aircraft unit; we
were trying to shoot you down, and I am also sorry, we missed!” Realizing that Fr. Oshida was making up his story, Fr. Campbell laughed; and
they hugged each other!13 It was liberating for Fr. Campbell, who was
tormented by his conscience, to realize that, in any conflict, everyone
involved takes part in the same evil, thus we cannot blame it solely either
on ourselves or on others.
However, if reconciliation is not possible because the other party is
gone or dead or simply refuses to be reconciled, one take the path of
forgiveness. A saint once said: “Forgiveness transforms circumstances of
sin into occasions of grace.”14 We need to realize that to forgive is to take
control of our peace of mind and happiness. We don’t wait for the
offender to apologize, otherwise we put our peace of mind in the hands of
the one who has done us wrong. What if the offender is already dead?
Would that mean we could no longer forgive because no apology will
ever be offered? Someone wisely said: “To forgive is to set a prisoner
free, and to realize that that prisoner is you!”
Attentive Listening to God and One Another. Within the Eucharistic
celebration, we listen to the proclamation of the Word of God, and to its
elucidation in the homily. Essentially, preaching God’s word is dialogic:
for the preaching to truly convey God’s message, the preacher and his
hearers must contemplate God’s word; for preaching to touch the hearts
of the people, the preacher must listen attentively to the life-situations of
his people. This dialogic structure in the liturgy is a paradigm for
dialogue in communal discernment: before we listen to one another, we
must first listen, in prayerful contemplation, to God’s word, that we may
truly discern His will for our community.
One of the fascinating miracles Jesus did was the healing of a man
who cannot speak: first he “put his finger into the man’s ear, then
touched his tongue and told him Ephphatha!, be opened!” (Mk 7:32-35).
Clearly, we cannot speak unless we have heard. In fact, most mute people
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cannot speak not because something is wrong with their tongues but
because they are deaf. One cannot produce a sound without hearing any.
A few years ago, in the university of Santo Tomas in Manila, more than
two thousand deaf patients were given free hearing aid by a foundation.
I personally witnessed how the innocent faces of deaf children lighted up
in amazement as they entered the world of sound! It seems as though they
felt tickled by hearing something for the first time! Then they are taught
to produce their first syllables: “Ma-ma, Pa-pa” Their capacity to speak
words depends largely on their capacity to listen to words. They could
not speak unless they have heard.
All the baptized are called to be preachers of God’s word,15 to speak,
even on behalf of the Church. But one could only speak in the name of
the Church if one first listens in attentive obedience to God’s Word and
what the Church teaches. For how could one speak rightly if one has not
heard correctly? How could one speak about God if one does not speak
with God or listen to Him in prayer and contemplation?
Communion. The grace (res tantum) of the Eucharist is communion
with God and with one another.16 “The Eucharist creates communion and
fosters communion.”17 The birth of the Church at Pentecost is an event
where people coming, literally, from different roads converged. The
graced capacity of this ekklesia to embrace diversity, to be truly katholikos has brought many peoples from “different roads and walks of life”
to a singular direction, as men and women who are first known as
belonging to The Way, hodos (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 24:14, 22).18
Mission. Ite, missa est. Communion is ordered towards being sent,
towards mission. One who receives holy communion is impelled to
share, to bring Jesus to others. In like manner, synodal communion is
always oriented beyond itself, towards mission, to preach the Gospel to
the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), for how could it be truly synodal when it
ceases to be “on the way”.
The unanimity of heart and mind of the first community of believers
(Acts 4:32) is an ideal for the entire Church. St. Augustine further
specifies such unanimity, “to be of one heart and mind on the way to
God”.19 For Augustine, oneness of mind and heart i.e., communion
remains static, without an explicit telos. Thus he adds: on the way to God.
Synodality, being on the way together, imbues the notion of communion
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with movement and dynamism. Every synodal moment, from a small
community chapter to an Ecumenical Council, presents a graced opportunity for growth and development. As synod members gather to discern
answers to questions facing the church, they listen and learn from each
other until a consensus is attained. Each conclusion of a synod is another
communal step forward for the ecclesial community concerned.
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