People, Synod and Upper Room – Vatican II's Ecclesiology of Communion for the Twenty-First Century

A Council about God

A straightforward question often gets to the heart of an issue. One such question was that put by Pope John XXIII to the bishops worldwide, the Roman authorities and Catholic universities as he convened the Second Vatican Council: tell me what it should be about? He received 8972 proposals, wishes and requests!
 It is clear, therefore, that there were many ideas floating around as the Council began. Nevertheless, it is commonly accepted that the Church itself was the underlying concern.
 

There were a number of reasons as to why this was the case.  Firstly, the unfinished business of the First Vatican Council needed to be concluded. That council had been prematurely interrupted due to the 1870 Franco-Prussian war with the result that its document on the Church, Pastor Aeternus, had ended up limited to only one isolated chapter on papal infallibility. The time had come something more extensive. 

Secondly, something new was rising on the ecclesial horizon - a new sense of Church. It could be seen in the writings of theologians belonging to various Church denominations. The Catholic theologian Romano Guardini talked about the Church awakening in people’s souls; the Lutheran bishop, Otto Dibelius, wrote that the twentieth century would be the “century of the Church” and the Reformed Church’s theologian, Karl Barth, had achieved acclaim in his production of the theological series entitled Church Dogmatics. Barth epitomised a move within the Protestant tradition of the first half of the twentieth century away from a more individual-centred perspective of liberal theology to a new existential and theological recognition to the Church community as a living organism. 

It is for these reasons that it is assumed that the Church was the main horizon in the bishops’ mind as they approached the Council hall. Nevertheless, at a congress in 2000, the then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, offered a stimulating alternative perspective as he recounted his own personal recollection of preparations for the Council he had attended as a young theologian.
 His is an authoritative contribution, both in terms of his own first hand experience of the Council and his role in its subsequent reception, not least in his becoming Pope in the year of celebrations marking the fortieth anniversary of the Council’s conclusion. 

In his paper he shared something told him by Cardinal Frings whom he accompanied to the Council as theologian adviser. Like many others, in their preparatory deliberations, the German bishops were beginning to focus on the topic of Church as the issue for the Council. Cardinal Ratzinger recalls Cardinal Frings telling him, however, that at a certain point during the German bishops’ discussions, the then elderly but much-esteemed Bishop Buchberger of the diocese of Regensburg offered his advice. His simple suggestion cut ice. “My brothers”, he said, “at the Council you must above all talk about God. This is what is most important." 

That Buchberger’s words had an impact is no surprise. After all, it was he who had the idea of the much-applauded ten-volume German theological series Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche. As a result of this impact, an interior restlessness stirred at least within Cardinal Frings during the Council who constantly asked himself how he could satisfy this imperative. Indeed, in reaction to the first draft of the document on the Church, Frings was one of the bishops who asked that further attention be devoted to the mystery and the eschatological dimensions of the Church.

Summing up, Cardinal Ratzinger’s own view is that:

The Second Vatican Council certainly did intend to subordinate what it said about the Church to what it said about God and to set it in that context; it intended to propound an ecclesiology that was theo-logical in the proper sense. The way in which the Council's teaching has been received, however, has hitherto overlooked this determinative prefix…people…have thus fallen short of the great overall perspectives of the Council Fathers."
  

The contention that Vatican II's perspective was strongly God-centred can be backed up by other observations too. Already in Pope John XXIII's opening address at the Council (to which Paul VI referred again at its conclusion as he noted the Council's "religious" intention
), we find a clear underlining of the primacy of God as the horizon of their deliberations, albeit it while also underlining the anthropological focus. In referring to Jesus' words "Seek first the kingdom of God and His justice", the "Good Pope" commented that 'the word "first" expresses the direction in which our thoughts and energies must move'.
 

From his study of the conciliar statements, it is Walter Kasper's judgement that "the question about the Church is subordinate to the question about God."
  In the above-mentioned paper, Cardinal Ratzinger noted the fact that the document on liturgy was the first conciliar document to be approved reveals a conciliar architecture that places worship of God as its foundation stone. It is revealing too that the Council's document on the Church in the modern world, Gaudium et Spes, contains a section that has been called a milestone in that, for the first time in a major Church document, the topic of the various forms of unbelief, indifference to and rejection of God in our times was addressed.
 The first chapter of the document on inter-religious dialogue, Nostra Aetate, emphasises the search for God and ultimate questions found in every human heart.
 

Communicating God

If we can take it that the Council strove to speak above all of God, it is legitimate for us to ask: what did it say about God? It would, however, take us too far off the mark here to delve into what the Council said about God
, but at least a few brush strokes of a description are necessary inasmuch as it relates to the specific theme of this article. 

It can be stated briefly that, as a central part of its "re-sourcing", the Council drew our eye to the biblical perspective on God. In underlining the role of Scripture as the soul of the Church, the document on divine revelation, Dei Verbum encouraged a deeper penetration of the biblical record of God’s self-communication.

Both the document on divine revelation, Dei Verbum, and the Council's dogmatic constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, present a picture of God that is very definitely not the distant, remote, monadic God of deism, a God that is beyond the stars, but rather the God who has entered into our history, made our history his own and journeyed among us. It is the God who has initiated a dialogue and increasingly communicated his identity and life to us, promising us a future. It is the triune God, the communitarian God, the God of the story of love that we call the history of salvation. In his encyclical letter written forty years later, Pope Benedict XVI has again encouraged us to reflect more profoundly on this basic definition: God is Love (Deus Caritas Est).

In reviewing the causes of contemporary rejection of God, the Council saw that the Church's own teaching and life had in ways contributed to the contemporary rejection of belief in God. Put simply, preaching and teaching about God as well as our living out of this belief in love, hasn't always been up to the Gospel mark. It’s a perspective hinted at here and there again by Pope Benedict XVI in his encyclical letter.

Perhaps unwittingly, catechesis or preaching often presented a salvation merely beyond this world, or a God concerned only in one’s individual relationship with him, or a God whose very existence seemed to threaten human freedom, autonomy and self-realisation, almost a one-personed monarchic God whom we might know of or know about, but not know as Love. And yet what matters most for Christians is the fact that we really share intimately in God's living, personal, merciful and freeing mutual (or, in more technical Trinitarian terms, perichoretic) life of love.

The Second Vatican Council wanted to re-present this true face of God shining in the life of the Church. So when it came to the issue of how to do so, it was no surprise that the Council’s bishops emphasised the Church as communion. This is the Church's fundamental dimension that most reflects the triune, dialogical, community-mystery of God, the mutually giving, receiving, being-for-one-another God.

It has to be admitted that whatever about the centrality of the theme of communion at the Council, it was above all the theological notion of "people of God" that initially gained most attention with chapter two of Lumen Gentium carrying this very title.
 To capture something of the ecclesial mystery, the Council referred to many of the over 100 images used in the New Testament to describe the Church, especially the notions of the Body-Bride of Christ and Temple of the Holy Spirit. But by singling out the image of Church as “People of God” the Council wanted to bring out out more clearly the Church's eschatological, pilgrim character. It also wanted to bring about a shift from seeing the Church primarily as a static organisation or body that gets things done or an external agency of sacramental activities, teaching structures and pastoral actions, to something much deeper, universal and all-embracing - a people of holiness, love, life and truth. This employment of the "People of God" image followed on from a line of theological reflection that emerged in the period 1940-1960 after Pius XII’s 1943 encyclical letter on the Church as the Body of Christ, Mystici Corporis. 
 

To communicate his own life, God "needs" the people of the Covenant, his people, the Church, as the German biblical scholar, Gerhard Lohfink puts it. We are a people called together by God and in God and for God's self-communication in Jesus Christ in the power of the Spirit.
 We are a people born in God's plan for God's plan.

After the Council, there was much debate about the meaning of the notion "people of God." Walter Kasper summarises the misunderstandings:

First of all, the people of God (laos tou theou) was misunderstood in the sense of being a political association of people (demos). This led correspondingly to a demand for a democratisation of the Church. Then the word 'people' was interpreted to mean the 'ordinary, simple people', as distinct from the establishment. But as the council uses the phrase, the people of God…means the organic and structure whole of the church…
 

As we have already pointed out communion was a central motif running throughout the ecclesiology of the Council. Literature around the time of the Council clearly had contributed to this.
 In 1985 the Final Report of the Synod marking the twentieth anniversary of the conclusion of the Council underlined this more explicitly. In synthetic and authoritative fashion it stated that the ecclesiology of Vatican II is an ecclesiology of communion. 

The notion of communion itself, however, has various levels of meaning in the Council's texts. It would be a mistake to interpret it merely in sociological, reductive terms of confederative identity.
 The Council refers primarily to the Church's origins in the mystery of communion that is rooted in the Triune God’s life that opens up for us in Jesus Christ. Walter Kasper summarises:

according to the council, the mystery of the church means that in the Spirit we have access through Christ to the Father, so that in this way we may share in the divine nature. The communion of the church is prefigured, made possible and sustained by the communion of the Trinity. Ultimately…it is participation in the Trinitarian communion itself. The Church is, as it were, the icon of the Trinitarian fellowship of Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

It is this perspective that is at once Trinitarian, Christo-centric and anthropological, that the Council wanted to keep before us. It presents the Church as that realm of communion where, through the Crucified and Risen Christ working in the power of the Spirit, the culture of the Resurrection takes root in humanity. Gathered "in" the Risen Christ and “in” the Spirit, as St. Paul emphasised so often, the Church is a people whose "law" is mutual love whereby humankind can "see" Christ and so come to discover humanity's living space in the heart of the Father with the Holy Spirit as the divine atmosphere.

This underlining of communion clarified how the People of God is to be "a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity among humankind."
 And the source and summit of this communion is the paschal mystery that is celebrated in the Eucharist.

Forty Years Later

Almost forty years after the Council, Pope John Paul II reminded the Church as it began its third millennium of the conciliar emphasis on communion. In his Apostolic letter, Novo Millennio Ineunte he affirmed frankly that superficial touch-up jobs are not enough to promote this conciliar vision. Something more is needed. His invitation to the Church was to "launch into the deep", renewing the ecclesial fabric so that humanity can really "see" Jesus Christ in our "living the Trinity" (n.29) by living relationships of communion with one another:

To make the Church the home and the school of communion: that is the great challenge facing us in the millennium which is now beginning…Communion must be cultivated and extended day by day and at every level in the structures of each Church's life. There, relations between Bishops, priests and deacons, between Pastors and the entire People of God, between clergy and Religious, between associations and ecclesial movements must all be clearly characterized by communion.

Already, some years previously, in his 1988 Apostolic Letter on Laity, Pope John Paul wrote of the need to “remake the Christian fabric of the ecclesial community itself” in order to mend “the Christian fabric of society”.
 In other words, it is not simply a question of refashioning once more the fabric of the ecclesial community, but rather doing so in a new way. John XXIII said as much in his opening address at the Council: "The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith is one thing, and the way in which it is presented is another...".

Since we are in "a new stage of the Church's journey", one marked by increased focus on the reality of communion and attention to structures that facilitate participation in that communion, we do well to watch for those signposts from the Council's teaching directing us on how to proceed. It is important to do so in line with what Pope Benedict XVI calls the Council's '"hermeneutic of reform", that is, of renewal in the continuity of the one subject-Church which the Lord has given to us.'
 
The Final Report of the1985 Extraordinary Synod names the implication of the Council's teachings: "Because the Church is communion there must be participation and co-responsibility at all of her levels".
 Such participation and co-responsibility are not just good practice in terms of organisational quality management. It's a question of rendering more visible the presence of the Risen Christ in the midst of his people gathered in communion in his name. I would like to propose two themes that I believe require further theological attention in our reception of the People of God ecclesiology of communion proposed by Vatican II. They seem to be directions indicated to us by Spirit "speaking to the Church" (cf. Rev 2:7) in the reception of the Second Vatican Council's ecclesiology of communion. 

Vatican II and a Culture of Synodality 

One route inaugurated by the Council and travelled since then has been the spreading of what might be called "a culture of synodality."  The Council itself, after all, was a synod! 
 And it revamped many synodal processes that have marked the life of the Church since the Council and will do so increasingly in the twenty first century.

Throughout the history of the Church the words for "synod" and "council" have been used interchangeably when describing representative assemblies of representatives of churches. There have been different nuances in the use of the words but generally the root meaning is similar. 

The Greek word "synodos" has a dynamic and process meaning. In a general sense, it means journeying along the same road, going together, being a group of people on a journey. In patristic Greek the word designated a meeting of Christians or simply Church. In Latin the word "concilium" refers to a convoked assembly (con-calere). Etymologically, this Latin word recalls the Hebrew word for Church, "qahal", which was translated in the Septuagint by the word "ekklèsia" (ek-kaleo), the calling together of the assembly called by God. All of this tells us that conciliarity and synodality belongs to the very essence of the Church. We are a journeying assembly, we go together to God.

In a strict sense, synods or councils are assemblies held at particular moments in the life of the Church to decide on particular issues that have arisen. Examples are easily cited: the Council of Nicea (325) where the divinity of Jesus was clearly affirmed in the context of the Arian controversy; the Council of Ephesus (431) where Mary was called “theotokos”, mother of God in the context of the Nestorian controversy;and the Council of Chalcedon (451) where Jesus’ divinity and humanity, two natures in one person was defined in the continuing context of confusion and dispute.
 

While these assemblies are particular expressions within a general synodal process of ecclesial life, it is important to recall the Second Vatican Council's perspective of the pilgrim People of God, constantly journeying "synodally" in a common life, worship and community.

While Vatican II does not address the topic of synodality directly (the word "concilium" is mentioned 80 times and "Synod" 136 times but the references are primarily to the event of the Council itself), and while the major debate of the Second Vatican Council revolved specifically around the theme of collegiality of the bishops, nevertheless, the fact of the council and this focus on collegiality itself opened up a rediscovery of the Church’s synodality.
 Furthermore, Vatican II was the beginning of a greater synodal understanding of Church by suggesting the establishment of a series of consultative councils and bodies that were to revitalise the synodal way throughout the ecclesial fabric.

The development of a culture of synodality, of course, must be understood as in no way taking from the essential element of the hierarchical principle and Petrine ministry within Catholic ecclesiology, clearly re-affirmed in Vatican II. It should not be confused with conciliarism, the teaching that supreme authority in the Church lies with a General Council, a teaching rejected in Vatican I's doctrine of papal primacy and Vatican II's doctrine on the collegiality of bishops with and under the Pope. A true understanding of synodality in the reception of Vatican II should be a strengthening and deepening of appreciation of the Church's hierarchical principle by underlining aspects of ecclesial life that promote greater participation in the life of the Church. There are many profiles of the Church working in harmony with the office of Peter.

On the universal level of Church, the Second Vatican Council called for the Synod of Bishops
 and Episcopal conferences.
 The Motu Proprio implementing four of the Council's decrees Ecclesiae Sanctae set up institutional partners for bishops.
 A Priests Council was called for
 and the desirability of Pastoral Commissions was expressed.
 Mention was also made of a council of consultors.

Councils involving lay people were advocated in the Decree on the apostolate of the Laity
 with the recommendation that "such councils should be found too, if possible, at parochial, inter-parochial, inter-diocesan level, and also on the national and international plane".
 Provision was made for better integration of religious into dioceses.
 Likewise, Ecclesiae Sanctae provided for better integration of coadjutor and auxiliary bishops.

Since the Council, within the Catholic Church, there have been definitive developments within this "synodal" understanding of the Church.
 For instance, there is renewed focus on Lumen Gentium's statement that it is "in" the local churches and "formed out of them" that the one and unique Catholic Church exists (LG 23). 

On the universal level synods have taken place regularly in Rome. John Paul II (an initiative Pope Benedict has continued) has called Regional/continental synods. Many diocesan synods have been held throughout the Church and in 1997 an Instruction on Diocesan Synods was published. 

In 1998 the Apostolic Letter, Apostolos Suos dealing with the theological nature and status of episcopal conferences was released. It followed considerable theological reflection on the nature of Episcopal conferences in the previous fifteen years.

More immediately for most people, however, the websites of Episcopal conferences and of dioceses indicate an array of commissions, committees and agencies whose membership expresses an increased participation of bishops, priests and religious, lay faithful, men and women, in institutionalised synodal aspects of Church life at both regional and diocesan levels.

Impulses from Ecumenical Dialogue

The culture of synodality that is gaining ground within the Catholic Church in recent year is also, in part, thanks to ecumenical engagement initiated also at Vatican II. In the 1995 document on ecumenicsm, Ut Unum Sint (May they all be One), John Paul II underlined the fruits that have emerged in the last 40 years of ecumenical dialogue. It could be argued that one of these is the fact that through ecumenical day-to-day contacts with other churches and ecclesial communities, the concepts of "council", "conciliarity", "conciliar communion" and “synodality” have become more familiar words in the vocabulary of Catholic theology and reflection.
 Indeed, the experience of synodality might be one of those instances where the Catholic Church can learn from the practices of other churches. 

Initially, in the doctrinal dialogues of the World Council of Churches, conciliarity was viewed as an ecumenical issue of strategy about how churches might relate. But in recent decades there’s a growing recognition that it has to do with the fundamental structure of Church life itself. Conciliarity is increasingly viewed as an expression of the essentially communion character of the one Church of Jesus Christ. Here it is sufficient to rehearse just a few key developments.

Within the Orthodox Tradition, Russian theologians of the nineteenth century such as Khomyakov spoke of a qualitiative notion of catholicity, a love-inspired “unity in multiplicity." Eventually the word “sobornost” emerged to describe this conciliar-like nature of the Church’s unity.
 Sergius Bulgakov popularised the notion of the Church as "sobor" meaning assembly, equivalent to conciliarity and synodality with the nuances of togetherness and mutuality. The American Orthodox theologian Alexander Schmemann has written of the Church that, "all her life is conciliar because conciliarity is her essential quality.”

In the Faith and Order Lausanne Conference of 1927, n. 27, it is said that in the order of life of a reunited Church the episcopal, presbyteral and congregational systems would find a place. The foundation of the World Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948 was itself a highlighting of the notion of conciliarity. And various Assemblies of the World Council of Churches since then have focussed on the topic of conciliarity. 

It suffices here to note the New Delhi Assembly in 1961 and the Uppsala Assembly of 1968 (the latter called for a universal council). The Nairobi Assembly in 1975 spoke of "conciliar communion" as a reflection of the uni-triune nature of God in the life of the Church, while the Canberra Assembly of 1991 proclaimed the ecclesiology of communion (koinonia) as the fundamental concept of Christian unity and conciliarity.
 

Of particular significance is the 1971 Faith and Order Louvain Report, the first report issued from this body after the Catholic members joined it in 1967. The Report contains a paper prepared by a committee on the theme "Conciliarity and the Future of the Ecumenical Movement". One of the Catholic members at that Louvain gathering was the theologian, Joseph Ratzinger.

In the Report, conciliarity is defined as "the coming together of Christians - locally, regionally or globally - for common prayer, counsel and decision, in the belief that the Holy Spirit can use such meetings for his own purpose of reconciling, renewing and reforming the Church, by guiding it towards the fullness of truth and love".
 It goes on to note that conciliarity:

can find different expressions at different times and places. The ecumenical movement has both challenged and helped us to seek appropriate conciliar forms for our own time. Facing the questions of the contemporary world, and drawn together by a common desire to serve the Lord together in the whole life and mission of the Church, the Churches have been led in our own time to develop new forms of conciliarity – both within each Church, and in the councils of Churches at the local, national, regional and world levels. It is important that we should reflect upon this fact, should endeavour to relate it to the conciliar experience of the Church in the past, and should seek more adequate forms of conciliarity in our day.
  

In the final part of the Report, it comments on the significance of the Second Vatican Council and states that it was:

not only a conciliar event of epoch-making importance, but has also led to a ferment of discussion throughout the Roman Catholic Church on conciliarity, and to new experiments in conciliar practice at various levels of the Church’s life.
 

The World Council of Churches' Faith and Order Lima document, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982) ns. 26-7 points towards a synodal horizon as it underlines three dimensions of ordained ministry  - personal, collegial and communitarian.

More recently, there have been three documents that also refer to a synodal approach in living the Church's communion. The 1998 World Council of Church, Faith and Order Paper entitled Nature and Purpose of the Church laid out a number of theological bases for the synodal understanding of the Church.

The 1998 ARCIC document entitled, The Gift of Authority - Authority in the Church III looks specifically at "Sinodality: exercise of authority in communion." While suggesting a new Anglican appreciation of the universal Petrine ministry, it also recognises there has been a development of synodal structures in the Roman Catholic Church and an increased exercise of synodality at a local level, though it raises the question as to whether Roman Catholic Church clergy and lay faithful are sufficiently involved in the formation of synodal organisms at all levels.

In the Dombes Group’s document, issued in 2005, Un seul Maître - L'autorité doctrinale dans l'Église,
 Catholic, Lutheran and Reformed theologians offer their reflection on a number of issues relating to authority in the Church. They point out that, while the Catholic Church has in its Tradition recognised synodality, it has emphasised, above all, the personal role of authority of the bishops in the local church and the Pope in the universal Church. It goes on to advocate an improvement in synodal structures, regularisation of synods, greater participation of the faithful in ecclesial responsibility and development of “synodal culture” in local churches.
 Interestingly, it also pointed out that the Reform and Lutheran Churches with their presbyteral-synodal and episcopal-synodal structures need to develop synodal structures at regional and national levels to ensure doctrinal communion and common decisions at this level and so give greater attention to the Church's tradition of faith and catholicity. 

A Synodal Culture and the Church's "Upper Room"

The need to promote a culture synodality is one of the signposts along the journey of reception of the Second Vatican Council's ecclesiological focus on communion. But it is also the case that dissatisfaction has been expressed at how this synodal praxis has been realized.

Several reasons have been put forward for this. On the one hand, it has been said that there's a lack of conviction on the part of pastors and persistent clericalism. The canonical framework is said to be weak. The promotion of a synodal culture requires greater catechetical formation. There's a need for further historical, liturgical and canonical research to re-discover, renew and expand in contemporary pastoral practice forms of synodality that already exist in the Church. And in this regard we can also learn much also from other churches. 

Nevertheless, before making practical plans, we would do well to recall the words of Pope John Paul: 'Ours is a time of continual movement which often leads to restlessness, with the risk of "doing for the sake of doing". We must resist this temptation by trying "to be" before trying "to do".'
 Something more is needed than merely structural renewal. Promotion of a synodal culture is not just tweaking the system. 

The Group des Dombes wrote on the need for spiritual conversion and renewal.
 Walter Kasper too, to take but one theological representative, has written of the spiritual renewal and recovery of the dimension of mystery required in fostering greater participation in the life of the Church.
 But, most significantly, the Second Vatican Council itself provided a signpost that points this way of spiritual renewal in our reception of the Council's ecclesiology of communion. It amount to what could be called a rediscovery of the "Upper Room" aspect of the Church.

On the one hand, reference to the "Upper Room", reminds us of the Eucharist which is at the heart of ecclesial communion. Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger writes that: 

"Communion" ecclesiology is in its inmost nature a eucharistic ecclesiology…In the Eucharist, Christ, who is present in bread and wine and is ever anew giving himself in them builds up the Church as his body, and through his body that rises again he unites us with God the Trinity and with each other. The Eucharist takes place at whatever place is in question and yet it is at the same time universal, because there is only one Christ and only one body of Christ. The Eucharist includes the priestly ministry of repraesentatio Christi and, thereby, also the network of service and ministry, the coexistence of unity and multiplicity, which is already suggested in the term "communion". There is thus no doubt we can say that this concept carries in it an ecclesiological synthesis that links talk about the Church with talk about God and with living with God's help and living with God; a synthesis that comprehends all the essential points that the ecclesiology of Vatican II intended to express and correctly relates them to each other.

As well as being associated with the Eucharist, however, the Upper Room is also noted in the Acts as the place of Pentecost (Acts 1-2; cf. Jn20:19-22). And it is well known that John XXIII and subsequent Popes associate Vatican II with a new Pentecost in the Church. 

Pentecost is the great event of conversion where the apostles who had been crushed by the crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ, were empowered to begin again to be and speak in Christ. It is the event that forms them immediately into a community of "one heart and soul", living a communion of goods both material and spiritual (Acts 2:42; 4:32).

In his opening speech at the Council, Pope John XXIII made a direct comparison between the assembly of bishops in the Vatican Basilica and the Upper Room of Jerusalem. He expressed his hope that the Church was entering a new moment of her history, enabling her to go out again "as if from a second apostolic upper room." In his encyclical on the Holy Spirit, Dominum et Vivificantem, Pope John Paul II wrote that "while it is an historical fact that the Church came forth from the Upper Room on the day of Pentecost, in a certain sense one can say that she has never left it. Spiritually the event of Pentecost does not belong only to the past: the Church is always in the Upper room that she bears in her heart" (n. 66). 

The Holy Spirit brings the Son's mission to completion by transmitting to us the filial relationship with God that makes us brothers and sisters to one another: "And because you are sons…God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts crying, "Abba, Father" (Gal 4:6). A true promotion of a culture of synodality needs to listen to what the Spirit is saying to the Church today in terms of the spiritual renewal needed to give life to the ecclesiology of communion. A number of signs can be pointed to: 

a) There has been an increased magisterial and theological focus on a spirituality of communion as necessary for any true structural development within the Catholic Church. In 2001, Pope John Paul II wrote:

we need to promote a spirituality of communion… Let us have no illusions: unless we follow this spiritual path, external structures of communion will serve very little purpose. They would become mechanisms without a soul, "masks" of communion rather than its means of expression and growth.

The Pope goes on to outline the elements of a spirituality of communion. It is our “heart's contemplation of the mystery of the Trinity dwelling in us, and whose light we must also be able to see shining on the face of the brothers and sisters around us." It involves ‘an ability to think of our brothers and sisters in faith within the profound unity of the Mystical Body, and therefore as "those who are a part of me".’ It makes us “able to share their joys and sufferings, to sense their desires and attend to their needs, to offer them deep and genuine friendship." A spirituality of communion implies also the ability 'to see what is positive in others, to welcome it and prize it as a gift from God: not only as a gift for the brother or sister who has received it directly, but also as a "gift for me"' Not least, a spirituality of communion means 'to know how to "make room" for our brothers and sisters, bearing "each other's burdens".'

Writing in the 1980s towards the end of his life, and in commenting on the spirituality of the Church of the future, Karl Rahner observed: “I suspect that the element of a fraternal, spiritual fellowship, of a communally lived spirituality, can play a greater part and be slowly but courageously acquired and developed".
 

He explained that it won’t suffice to continue in an individual-I-God-shaped spirituality dressed up in community guise. Recalling the first Pentecost he noted how it was “a communal experience of the Spirit, clearly conceived, desired and experienced in a general way” and that it was not “an accidental local gathering of a number of individual mystics, but an experience of the Spirit on the part of a community as such." It is such communal experience that needs to be witnessed to today. Paul VI's famous dictum: "people today listen to witnesses more than to teachers and to teachers if they are witnesses" applies particularly to the Church's communitarian life.

b) A second pointer from the Spirit has been the crescendo in reflection on the Church's charismatic profile or dimension. In Lumen Gentium, 4 we read: 

Guiding the Church in the way of all truth (cf. Jn. 16:13) and unifying her in communion and in the works of ministry, (the Spirit) bestows on her varied hierarchic and charismatic gifts, and in this way directs her; and he adorns her with his fruits (cf. Eph. 4:11-12; 1 Cor. 12:4; Gal. 5:22). By the power of the Gospel he permits the Church to keep the freshness of youth. Constantly he renews her and leads her to perfect union with her Spouse.(3) For the Spirit and the Bride both say to Jesus, the Lord: "Come!" (cf. Apoc. 22:17). Hence the universal Church is seen to be "a people brought into unity from the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.

This text reminds us that the Church is constantly being renewed and rejuvenated as it grows and matures in the desire for perfect union with Jesus Christ. The Spirit is the source of renewing charisms. And it is the Spirit who, in bringing about the unity of the Church, brings about the unity of these charisms in the Church (See 1 Cor 14:31 and 1 Cor 12:14-31). To each is given a manifestation of the Spirit for the common good (1 Cor 12:37). Again in Lumen Gentium, n.12, we read:

It is not only through the sacraments and the ministrations of the Church that the Holy Spirit makes holy the People, leads them and enriches them with his virtues. Allotting his gifts according as he wills (cf. Cor. 12:11), he also distributes special graces among the faithful of every rank. By these gifts he makes them fit and ready to undertake various tasks and offices for the renewal and building up of the Church, as it is written, "the manifestation of the Spirit is given to everyone for profit" (1 Cor. 12:7). Whether these charisms be very remarkable or more simple and widely diffused, they are to be received with thanksgiving and consolation since they are fitting and useful for the needs of the Church. (LG 12)
Theological reflection on the significance of the prophetic/charismatic dimension of the Church has continued since the Council in authors such as Karl Rahner, Fisichella and Yves Congar.

c) The Spirit, it seems, is today not only encouraging renewed doctrinal insight and reminding us of the charismatic and prophetic nature of the Church, but is also bringing to life new forms and "laboratory-like" expressions of communion that are like indicators for the whole Church. 

The German theologian, Medhard Kehl, indicates three main forms: a) basic ecclesial communities begun in and associated primarily with Latin America,
 b) small Christian communities that originated in and are to be found mostly in Africa
 and c) new ecclesial movements that started for the most part, though not exclusively, in Europe and often have universal extension. 

The rise and spread of new ecclesial movements and communities in the Church is a phenomenon that is gaining increased attention in magisterial teaching, pastoral consideration and theological reflection. For instance, at an unprecedented gathering of movements and new ecclesial communities together with the Pope at Pentecost in May 1998, Pope John Paul II spoke of the "upper room in St. Peter's Square." He noted the Council's discovery of the charismatic dimension of the Church and went so far as to state the institutional and charismatic aspects are "co-essential" to the Church's constitution. 

In other words, he views the charisms that give rise to new forms of community life as contributing constitutionally to the renewal and sanctification of God's People:

It is from this providential rediscovery of the Church's charismatic dimension that, before and after the Council, a remarkable pattern of growth has been established for ecclesial movements and new communities… In our world, often dominated by a secularized culture which encourages and promotes models of life without God…  There is so much need today for mature Christian personalities, conscious of their baptismal identity, of their vocation and mission in the world! There is great need for living Christian communities! And here are the movements and the new ecclesial communities: they are the response, given by the Holy Spirit, to this critical challenge at the end of the millennium. You are this providential response.

The fact that Pope Benedict XVI called together another gathering of ecclesial movements and communities in June 2006 is yet another underscoring of this new blossoming on the centuries old Church life.

The Doorway

This paper would be incomplete without reference to the "doorway" into the "Upper Room" of the Church and its culture of synodality. That "doorway" is Jesus Crucified and Forsaken on the Cross. It is not insignificant that when the risen Jesus appeared to the disciples in the Upper Room, and before breathing the Holy Spirit upon them, he showed them his wounds (cf. Jn 20: 20; 27). The Resurrection and the emergence of the Church on Pentecost Day follow Jesus' death on a Cross.

Here we come to the inner chamber of the Church as the People of God in synodal communion. Jesus Crucified, who cried out "why" on the Cross is the key not only to the redemptive value of suffering but also to building communion in correspondence to the divine gift of new life that has been bestowed on us. He had experienced the most extreme form of lack of communion with God and with the humanity with whom he had journeyed as fellow pilgrim.

In this "mystery within the mystery"
 of Jesus crucified and forsaken, we learn not just how to confront sufferings, but also how to live a communion of mutual love with one another as we journey "synodally". In pointing to him as the model, the New Testament directs us to learn from him how to inter-relate in synodal communion. 

In John's Gospel we read, "Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends" (Jn 15:13) and then the following chapters bring us into meditation of Trinitarian-communion. The law of mutual love is not simply a moral imperative. It is, as Lumen Gentium n.9 tells us, the "law" of ecclesial communion and its key is "laying down one's life." Matthew and Mark spell that out in terms of Jesus' abandonment on the Cross (Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34).

If I am to live communion and promote a synodal culture, I need to learn this "living the Trinity"
 as revealed in Jesus Christ at the supreme moment of his self-giving to God and to us. From him I learn that I cannot enter the heart of another person if my own spirit is filled with my richness in whatever form it takes - ideas, spiritual insight, plans or indeed burdens, disappointments, difficulties. In order to love my neighbour, I must constantly make myself so poor in spirit that I possess nothing but love. And love is emptiness of self. This is what we learn from Jesus Crucified and Forsaken.

And what we discover from him concerning relationships between individuals can also be said to apply to the relationships between parishes, dioceses, movements, associations, Church agencies. 

That's why Paul writes in Phil 2:3-8: "Have this mind among yourselves, which was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself (heautón ekénosen), taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross". Daniel Harrington writes: “This text indicates the extent to which Paul… valued the union of hearts and minds within the Christian community…. What is at stake is the Philippians’ identity as Christians and their manner of dealing with one another within the community of faith”.

In practical terms, the law of mutual love with the measure of Jesus' love right to the point of self-emptying and abandonment means opening ourselves in love to diversity of expressions and roles. It means not focusing only on our own Church body or group or personal inspiration. It also means taking onto ourselves the limits of others, and loving them even when their way disturbs my peace and light. Of course, it is also about giving all that we are, including the truth we possess. But offering it out of love. And this holds true in how we relate with the office holders within the institutional dimension of the Church.

A love like this "wounds" but it conforms us to Jesus Crucified and Forsaken from whom the Spirit of communion poured out upon humanity.
 This kind of love enables the gift of the Holy Spirit (which is the gift that Jesus Crucified wants to give us) to circulate freely among us as in the first Upper Room. 

It is love that Pope Benedict has put before us again in his first encyclical. This love enables us to "live the Trinity" as a people engrafted onto one another as Christ's mystical body, members travelling in synod towards the eternal life of heaven.

Conclusion

In this article, I have proposed that a major aim of Vatican II was to proclaim God anew for our time. In defining the Church as "the People of God", the Council proposed an ecclesiology of communion as necessary for the renewal of the ecclesial fabric in order to present the true face of the triune God of Love. This ecclesiology is advancing in theological reflection, magisterial teaching and, not least, in new forms of ecclesial praxis. Its reception requires the promotion of a "culture of synodality" but that in itself is not sufficient. It is important to be attentive to those signposts seen in the "Upper Room" of the Church where we discern the Spirit underlining a spirituality of communion and deeper awareness of the Church's charismatic/prophetic profile. 
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