
 
3. [bookmark: _Toc220420537]The Synod on Synodality
These contemplative exercises were written in the light of the Synod on Synodality. Called by Pope Francis, the Synod on Synodality was a global process within the Catholic Church that began in 2021 and concluded in 2024. The Synod explored the concept of a synodal church—a church walking together in communion, participation, and mission. Pope Francis stated that: “The journey of synodality is the journey that God wants from his church in the third millennium. A synodal church is a listening church… walking together—laity, pastors, the bishop of Rome—an easy concept to express in words, but not so easy to put into practice.” It is not easy to put into practice. How do we operationalize synodality? Specifically, how do we encourage synodality in Church organizations? 
Two processes that the Synod utilized in their deliberations were (a) conversation in the Spirit, and (b) discernment in common. These two processes are integral to the contemplative exercises in this book. I hope that the contemplative exercises outlined here will help to deepen the synodal process in the church. 
The key question this book addresses is: how can leaders help their faith-based organizations to become more synodal? That is, how can they encourage participation, listening, discussion, spiritual conversation, and discernment in common? Leaders can help their faith-based organizations become more synodal by fostering a culture of listening in which the voices of all—especially those on the margins—are welcomed, discerned, and valued in decision-making. They do this by modelling contemplating leadership and communal discernment, grounding processes in prayer, dialogue, and a genuine openness to the guidance of the Spirit. 
Specifically, leaders in faith-based organizations need to develop their capacity for: 
(a) PERSONAL PRAYER: In service of the mission, leaders need to become contemplatives in action.
(b) GUIDING COMMUNAL PRAYER: Leadership team meetings need to become contemplative experiences, and leaders need to grow in their capacity to facilitate shared prayer and spiritual conversation.
The challenges of operationalizing synodality
Operationalizing synodality in the Catholic Church—turning the vision of shared discernment, participatory governance, and communal listening into lived practice—faces significant challenges. These arise from theological, cultural, structural, and practical realities within the Church.
First, the longstanding hierarchical culture of the church is a significant challenge. While synodality supports the participation of all the baptized, many dioceses and parishes still operate under clerical leadership models where consultation is minimal and decision-making is top-down. Changing these habits requires a deep cultural transformation. Clergy may worry that wider involvement threatens their authority; laypeople might doubt that their voices will be genuinely heard.
Second, uneven formation hampers meaningful participation. Synodality assumes skills in spiritual conversation, communal discernment, prayerful listening, and theological reflection—yet many Catholics, including leaders of faith-based organizations, lack experience in these areas. Without proper formation, synodal consultations risk turning into political debates, personal grievance sessions, or managerial exercises rather than genuine discernment in common.
The church’s global diversity increases complexity. Cultural norms regarding authority, dialogue, gender roles, and conflict differ greatly across various regions of the church worldwide. Processes that succeed in one cultural setting may feel inappropriate or unsafe in another. Achieving meaningful participation across linguistic, social, and cultural differences requires considerable effort and sensitivity. 
Fourth, the Church’s institutional structures can hinder synodality. Canon law, diocesan management systems, and parish governance models were not designed with broad participation in mind. Incorporating synodality often requires reexamining advisory bodies, leadership roles, and decision-making processes.
Fifth, resource constraints—such as time, finances, and trained facilitators—pose practical challenges. Creating spaces for prayerful dialogue, synthesizing feedback, and forming leaders can strain already burdened parishes and dioceses.  
Finally, managing expectations is challenging. Some in the church hope for quick reforms; others fear change. Making sure that synodal consultations result in clear, meaningful outcomes—without overpromising what the Church can achieve—calls for clarity and careful communication.
Operationalizing synodality involves fostering a prayerful culture within the church rooted in listening, discernment, shared responsibility, and conversion at all levels. 
The heart of this renewed prayerful culture is found in church meetings—meetings that are synodal; meetings that start and end with prayer and reflection; meetings where participants share their faith; meetings that are contemplative experiences.
Leadership Formation
Operationalizing synodality requires more than adopting new structures or practices; it calls for forming leaders whose inner lives, relationships, and communal decision-making embody a shared journey in the Spirit. 
First, leaders must nurture their own contemplative spiritual life. This means nurturing a consistent rhythm of prayer, silence, and reflection that keeps them centered on God’s presence in daily leadership. Such contemplation enhances self-awareness, bolsters interior freedom, and shapes leaders who can recognize the movements of the Spirit amid complexity. When leaders embrace this contemplative stance, they model a way of being that influences the entire community.
Second, synodal leadership depends on the leader’s capacity to guide their teams in prayer. This includes setting a tone of reverence, creating space for silence, and fostering trust so that people feel safe to speak from the heart. Prayer becomes not a perfunctory ritual at the start of a meeting, that we “get out of the way before getting on with the real business”, but the ground from which mission flows. Leaders who can gently and confidently lead others into prayer help their teams recognize that decision-making is not merely strategic but spiritual.
Finally, operationalizing synodality requires leaders who can facilitate communal discernment and spiritual conversation. This involves structured processes in which participants listen deeply to one another, reflect on what they hear, and search together for where God’s Spirit may be leading. Leaders must be formed in methods such as the Ignatian approach to discernment, the practice of attentive listening, and the skills needed to hold differences creatively rather than competitively. Over time, these practices cultivate a culture in which dialogue and co-responsibility become the norm.
Forming leaders in these dimensions ensures that synodality is not simply an ideal but a lived reality—embodied, relational, prayerful, and oriented toward the Spirit who guides the Church.
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