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 BACKGROUND AND REFLECTIONS ON THE 2015 SYNOD 
(ABOUT POPE FRANCIS FOR PEOPLE IN THE PEW) 

PART 11 APPENDIX – WHAT HAPPENED AT THE 2015 SYNOD? 
 
The Time In Between the Two Synods (Continued) 
 We must admit that before and as the Synod was beginning African participants had some 
complaints.  Some “African Catholic leaders were concerned that discussions at the synod would 
focus solely on a Western agenda and ignore a multitude of pressing issues facing millions living 
throughout Africa” (McElwee and Coday).  They wondered why the media was focusing on 
homosexuality and divorce when, for Africans, the big problems have to do with hunger, poverty, and 
anti-Christian groups like Boko Haram in Nigeria.  “Bishop Emmanuel Barbara of Kenya told National 
Catholic Reporter in July [2015] that Africans face many different challenges than Europeans.  ‘If we 
want to have respect for our African Christian families, we need to work seriously on an African 
Christian theology of marriage,’ he said.  ‘It is not enough to apply other models that have been there 
for centuries.’” (McElwee and Corday) 
 “The African bishops have vowed to speak with one voice on the synod and were determined 
to resist any steps to dilute the Church’s moral teaching.  [Near the start of October 2015], the 
Archbishop of Kaduna in northern Nigeria, Matthew Man-oso Ndagoso, speaking after a pre-synod 
gathering of African delegates, played down claims of tension between Synod Fathers, insisting they 
had not come to Rome ‘to fight each other.’ But he confirmed that his brother bishops would resist 
any attempt to change Church doctrine – particularly on divorce and gay unions.  Many, he said, were 
frustrated by the media’s focus on Church attitudes to homosexuality, while families were under threat 
from Islamist militants [e.g., Boko Haram].” (Helen Grady, journalist, the Tablet, “Anger out of Africa,” 
October 10, 2015).  For the archbishop, issues, like the latter one, are being overlooked. 
 “When it comes to marriage, there is general support in Africa among Catholics, Protestants, 
African traditional religionists and Muslims for heterosexual marriage and opposition to same-sex 
unions… Synod delegates need to engage in discernment and examine the cultural factors behind 
the advocacy for same-sex marriage.  It would be wrong for the Church or Western governments to 
foist on Africans something which their cultures reject, or to judge African values negatively because 
Africans reject certain values embraced in Western constitutions.  As many African bishops have 
argued, this would amount to a spiritual imperialism and cultural colonization that Africa would 
strongly resist.” (Father/Professor Stan Chu Ilo) 
 Furthermore, “many African Christian leaders believe homosexuality is not a problem to be 
solved.  It is a mystery to be understood in light of our human limitations and imperfections.  It is not 
an orientation for which rights should be conferred but a human condition which requires involvement 
of the community to develop a response which respects the good of both the individual and the 
community … The rights of the individual cannot stand above the community but are the necessary 
consequence of belonging to a community.” (Chu Ilo) Thus it is not surprising to hear Archbishop 
Ndagoso say “no, no, no” to gay unions!  For him Church teaching does not allow Catholics to 
discriminate against gays or exclude them from our parishes but gay unions are a “line in the sand” 
he cannot cross. 
 “”Although the archbishop opposes proposals to allow divorced and remarried Catholics to 
receive Communion, he was alarmed at the number of failing marriages in Nigeria.  High divorce 
rates could be avoided if the Church devoted more time to preparing couples and supporting them 
after marriage … For him, a lot of people enter into marriage contracts with a lot of ignorance and he 
believes such couples could be eligible for annulments.” (Grady) 
 So John L. Allen, Junior, is right when he concludes that “one of the most important bits of 
subtexts last time around [2014 synod] was the emergence of the Africans as protagonists, no longer 
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content to play the role of junior partners in Catholicism Inc.  All signs are they are planning to engage 
the synod aggressively again.” 
 
 Now what did the Pope want as the Synod began?  Francis wanted “a balanced approach to 
hot-button issues such as homosexuality and Communion for the divorced and remarried, blending 
tradition with new language and a new pastoral approach that emphasizes inclusion.  Second, he did 
not want synod debates to be consumed by these issues.” (Allen) 
 Thirdly, he expected to rattle cages by challenging the synod participants to face and address 
problems within the Church.  “He wanted to support the traditional family, that is without a doubt, but 
he knows that not everyone is there.  The homily from the final Mass (at) the World Gathering of 
Families (in Philadelphia September 28) was really quite powerful; if they are not against us they are 
for us.  He is not afraid of the fact we have conflicts in the Church.  The pope encouraged bishops 
once again, as he did in last two sessions of the [2014] Synod, to speak, to pray and to try to discern 
creative ways to address many of the problems that we have in the Church … He wants people to 
discuss because it is the only healthy way forward for the Church.  The one thing that the Pope is not 
afraid of is debate … The Pope wants the whole Church involved in this.  This is a whole new method 
of discernment in the Church which makes people who are used to controlling the debate and 
following the rules very uncomfortable.  There was never debate at the Synods before.” (Robert 
Mickens, veteran Vatican journalist and editor of Global Post Magazine). 
 Fourthly, “Francis signaled that he wants to govern collegially, meaning in concert with the 
other bishops of the world, and there’s every reason to believe he would take seriously 
recommendations that come to him with a strong consensus” (Allen).  “The Synod is recognized as 
an exercise of the idea of collegiality” (theologian Luke Connaughton in A-Z of the Catholic Church: 
Its Doctrines, its Teachings, its Personalities and its Idiosyncrasies) and the idea of collegiality 
certainly underlies it.  Said otherwise, “the synod is a recent form of ‘lived collegiality’” (William 
McConville of Washington Theological Union in Silver Spring, Maryland).  We end with this quotation 
from Vatican II: “let bishops … make every effort to have the faithful actively support and promote 
works of evangelization and the apostolate” (#7 of the Decree of the Bishops’ Pastoral Office in the 
Church in Part 1, “The Role of Bishops in the Universal Church,” #4-7, found in The Documents of 
Vatican II edited by Father Walter M. Abbot, S.J.).  (It is from the second part of this quotation that I 
and the Consortium derive our call and mission to help the pope build the kind of Church he sees that 
we need.) 
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POSTSCRIPT: Please see the Postscript at the end of Background And Reflections on the 2015 
Synod (About Pope Francis For the People in the Pew) PART 11. 
Thank you very much! 
 
 


