
Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 
Dear Parishioners and visitors to our website, 
 
We are so focused on the issue of the United Kingdom’s departure from the European 
Union and, depending on what stand we take on the matter, anxious that the deal be done 
by Hallow ‘Een or shivering in apprehension of its consequences, that another debate which 
is raging across the Catholic Church risks passing us completely by.  That is the discussion 
about how the Church should be governed and how the Church is to decide about its future.  
There are still those in the Church, both in the ranks of the clergy as well as among the laity, 
who are comfortable with the view that all decisions should be taken by the Pope and, once 
Rome has spoken, matters are settled: Roma locuta, causa finita.  This was the model of 
government of the institutional Church and this was the context of official Church teaching 
on matters of faith and morals which prevailed right up until the end of Pope Benedict XVI’s 
reign.  It was certainly the understanding of the Church which enabled Pope John Paul II to 
tie up so neatly and effectively the loose ends which still trailed and confused in the wake of 
Vatican II.  It is arguably thanks to this governance model that unity has been preserved in 
the Church during times of unprecedented social transformation and internal change. 
 
Despite the great respect for both Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI within the 
Church, there were increasingly strident criticisms advanced by bishops from various parts of 
the world, lay Catholics who felt excluded from decisions about the Church’s future and 
particularly the commentariat, the Vatican-based press corps and secular journalists whose 
opinions (often very ill-informed) in matters political and religious are so influential.  Pope 
Paul VI (+1978) developed the view already during the latter sessions of Vatican II that 
bishops should be more involved in shaping our understanding of Church teaching and 
deciding the principles on which it might be implemented.  He inaugurated the Synod of 
Bishops as a consultative body whose deliberations would feed into the Pope’s Apostolic 
Exhortations, letters to the Church and world about faith, morals and secular issues of 
particular concern to the Church (e.g. John Paul II’s great letter on Europe, Ecclesia in 
Europa, which Mr. Boris Johnson could benefit from reading!). 
 
Bishops from across the world have met in synod every three/four years since.  But now, with 
encouragement from Pope Francis, bishops are expanding their understanding of what 
consultation means and finding a voice of their own, not infrequently not reading from the 
same hymn sheet as the Bishop of Rome and his advisors.  The bishops in synod and the 
national synods, still in embryonic form, want to do more than rubber-stamp papal 
pronouncements.  They want to take decisions for themselves.  All new life, all new systems, 
all new ideas are born in pain and conflict.  The new understanding of synodal government 
is no exception.  It is no historical accident that it is in Germany that the controversy on 
Church government is most acute.  Our comfort must come from our faith in the power of 
the Spirit to reconcile, heal, pour balm on conflict and cast light on the path to truth.  That 
same Spirit will guide the Church in this difficult and challenging time. 
 
Father Patrick 


