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The importance of socially cohesive communities is strongly emphasized in many social 
doctrine documents. In Magnifica Humanitas, for example, at n. 20, Pope Leo writes “..the Church 
[..] supports with humble firmness the choices that promote the dignity of every person, the cohesion 
of communities and the good of all”. According to the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the 
Church, and with reference specifically to Section E -” The social nature of human beings”, nn. 149-
151 - human beings are inherently social because God created them for relationship, cooperation, 
and communion. Their nature is not fulfilled in isolation but through responsible interaction with 
others, seeking knowledge, love, and shared life. Society is more than a collection of individuals. It 
is an organic community united by a principle that transcends each person, preserving the past and 
preparing for the future. Social life is therefore not external to human identity. It is essential to 
personal growth and vocation. 

Yet human sociability does not automatically produce genuine communion. Pride and 
selfishness can lead people to withdraw into individualism or dominate others. A true society exists 
when its members recognize and pursue the good, both for themselves and for others. This requires 
solidarity, communication, cooperation, and commitment to the common good among individuals 
and groups. “Only through the mutual action of individuals and peoples sincerely concerned for the 
good of all men and women can a genuine universal brotherhood be attained [286]; otherwise, the 
persistence of conditions of serious disparity and inequality will make us all poorer” (Compendium 
of the Social Doctrine of the Church, n. 145). 

The space between the state and the individual is generally under-filled and it provides an 
opportunity to develop local community cohesion. It offers the possibility of sharing ideas and 
forming bonds with others. It is the chance to serve and to display concretely the fruits of faith as 
a form of evangelization. By improving community cohesion, through local communities having 
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more responsibility (subsidiarity) and enabling people to participate and develop solidarity, charity 
(caritas) and service (diakonia) can be more effective and perceptible, as good Christians should 
witness. 

In recent years under the impulse of both Pope Francis and Pope Leo synodality has become 
both one of the most significant ecclesial dimensions of contemporary Catholic life and a crucial 
engine of Catholic community activation. In its simplest sense, synodality means “walking together.” 
It is a process of fraternal collaboration and discernment, is a way of being a community and working 
together as a Church. It's a style of life and it's more than just meetings. Synodality denotes the 
specific style that qualifies the life and mission of the Church, expressing her nature as the People 
of God journeying together and gathering in assembly, discerning God’s will collectively. It describes 
the Church as a pilgrim people whose members listen to one another, discern together, and seek 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit under the pastoral leadership of the Bishops and the Pope. Synodality 
has become a crucial engine of Catholic community activation because it managed to make the 
Church even more than before a listening, discerning, participatory community. 

 But synodality is also a method, the so called “conversation in the Spirit”, which involves all 
the baptized and makes them feel responsible for the mission, where speaking and listening aim to 
ensure that the Holy Spirit is the true protagonist, and where listeners are as important as speakers. 
In the conversation in the Spirit, different perspectives are heard, the participation of all in the 
mission is given concreteness, and diversity is valued to create synthesis in communion. It is a 
method of joint and collective discernment that aims to help a group of people listen to the Holy 
Spirit through conversations with one another. The key words of synodality are communion, 
participation, and mission. 

Synodality activates community in several ways. First, it restores belonging. People feel part 
of the Church’s life when their experience is heard, especially those who feel distant, wounded, 
young, marginalized, or simply passive. Second, it creates responsibility. The faithful are not treated 
only as recipients of teaching or services, but as baptized persons with gifts for mission. This 
encourages initiative, local leadership, and shared responsibility. Third, it links community to 
mission. The goal is not endless meetings, but a Church more capable of evangelization, service, 
solidarity, and presence in the world. The 2024 Final Document explicitly moves the process toward 
implementation in local Churches, asking bishops to report on choices made, difficulties faced, and 
fruits produced. 

The call to synodality, nevertheless, has revealed deep tensions among Catholics. Some fear 
that synodality may weaken doctrine or introduce democratic pressure into the Church. Others fear 
that resistance to synodality masks clericalism, exclusion, or unwillingness to hear marginalized 
voices.  Synodality becomes difficult because Catholics often approach disputed questions through 
polarized cultural habits. In many contexts, ecclesial debates mirror political divisions: “progressive” 
against “conservative,” “pastoral” against “doctrinal,” “traditional” against “modern,” “justice” 
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against “truth.” These labels may identify real concerns, but they often reduce people to factions. 
Once this happens, Catholics stop listening to one another as members of the same body and begin 
treating one another as threats to be defeated. Polarization is not simply disagreement. The Church 
has always contained disagreement, theological development, and legitimate diversity. Polarization 
occurs when disagreement hardens into mutual suspicion, when victory becomes more important 
than communion. 

Notice, in pass, that synodality is an extraordinary antidote to polarization as it builds 
communion through listening. In a polarized age, synodality trains Catholics to encounter 
disagreement without immediately turning it into conflict. The process emphasizes listening, 
discernment, and participation rather than factional victory. More generally, Catholic social thought 
can contribute significantly to avoiding and overcoming these polarizations because it offers 
principles for communion amid difference: human dignity, the common good, solidarity, 
subsidiarity, participation, justice, truth, and charity. In a similar way, by promoting and 
disseminating these values, the CAPPF can also play a significant role in preventing and overcoming 
these polarizations. 

Promoting the dignity of the person, for example, implies that no Catholic should be treated 
merely as a representative of a camp. The traditionalist, the reformer, the young, the adult, the 
theologian, the priest, the bishop, are all persons before they are positions. A synodal Church must 
therefore resist the dehumanizing tendencies of ideological debate. To honour another’s dignity is 
to listen seriously, speak truthfully, and refuse caricature. The common good widens the horizon. It 
asks not only what a particular group wants, but what serves the whole Church’s fidelity to Christ 
and evangelical mission. Solidarity further deepens synodality. CST understands solidarity not as 
vague sympathy but as a firm commitment to the good of others, especially those who are 
vulnerable or excluded. In Fratelli Tutti, Pope Francis presents fraternity and social friendship as 
alternatives to fragmentation, hostility, and indifference. Solidarity makes synodality concrete by 
ensuring that listening is not merely institutional procedure but an act of ecclesial love. Subsidiarity 
can prevent synodality from becoming centralized or abstract, can teach that decisions should be 
made at the most appropriate level and that higher authorities should support, not replace, the 
agency of local communities. In ecclesial practice, this principle encourages parishes, dioceses, 
religious communities, lay movements, and local cultures to participate actively in discernment. 
Subsidiarity also helps avoiding polarization by allowing legitimate diversity in pastoral application 
where universal doctrine permits it. Not every Catholic community faces the same wounds, 
questions, or missionary opportunities. 

CST also insists on the unity of truth and love. This is essential for overcoming polarization 
because Catholic factions often divide these values. Dialogue is not relativism; listening is not 
surrender; fidelity is not rigidity; pastoral care is not doctrinal indifference. Finally, Catholic social 
thought contributes a missionary horizon. Synodality is not primarily about internal management 
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ut about the mission of the Church in the world. Polarization turns the Church inward, consuming 
energy in ecclesial culture wars. Catholic social thought redirects attention to the wounds of the 
world: poverty, war, ecological crisis, migration, loneliness, exploitation, racism, and attacks on 
human life and dignity. When Catholics serve together, they often rediscover a unity deeper than 
ideological alignment. 

In conclusion, synodality in theory is the Church walking together in communion, 
participation, and mission. In practice, it is tested by polarization, mistrust, and ideological habits. 
Catholic social thought can help Catholics avoid and overcome these divisions by offering a moral 
and spiritual grammar for common life. In our session, we will try to address all these themes by 
following the method of conversation in the Spirit which implies – as I said at the beginning of this 
Introduction - listening and reflecting together, always remembering that the true protagonist of 
our dialogue is the Holy Spirit. Different perspectives are heard and diversity is valued to create 
synthesis in communion. 

I would now ask you to pause for five minutes of individual reading of three passages 
particularly relevant for our Session’s topic from the Final Document of the Synod: “For a Synodal 
Church:  Communion, Participation, Mission”, available in several languages on  

https://www.synod.va/en/news/final-document-of-the-xvi-assembly.html 

An individual reading combined with personal reflection and prayer.  
Below are also reported four excerpts from Magnifica Humanitas and then a few issues/questions 
useful to activate fruitful community listening and discernment. Under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, our dialogue will lead to a subsequent synthesis in communion. 
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Final Document of the Synod: “For a Synodal Church: Communion, Participation, Mission”. 
38. The whole Church has always been comprised of a plurality of peoples and languages, of 

vocations, charisms and ministries at the service of the common good, as well as of local Churches. 
In turn, these local Churches have always possessed their own rites and disciplines as well as their 
own distinctive theological and spiritual heritage. The unity of this diversity is realised by Christ, the 
cornerstone, and the Holy Spirit, the source of all harmony. This unity in diversity is precisely what is 
meant by the catholicity of the Church. The richness of the plurality of the Churches sui iuris 
highlighted by the synodal process, is a sign of this very catholicity. The Assembly asks that we 
continue along the path of the encounter, mutual understanding and exchange of gifts that nourish 
the communion of a Church of Churches. 

43. Synodality is primarily a spiritual disposition. It permeates the daily life of the Baptised as 
well as every aspect of the Church's mission. A synodal spirituality flows from the action of the Holy 
Spirit and requires listening to the Word of God, contemplation, silence and conversion of heart. As 
Pope Francis stated in his opening address of the Second Session, “the Holy Spirit is a sure guide and 
[…] our first task is to learn how to discern his voice, since he speaks through everyone and in all 
things” (Address to the First General Congregation of the Second Session of the XVI General Ordinary 
Assembly of the Synod of Bishops, 2 October 2024). A spirituality of synodality also requires 
asceticism, humility, patience and a willingness to forgive and be forgiven. It welcomes with 
gratitude and humility the variety of gifts and tasks distributed by the Holy Spirit for the service of 
the one Lord (cf. 1 Cor 12:4-5). It does so without ambition, envy or desire for domination or control, 
cultivating the same attitude as Christ who “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave” (Phil 2:7). 
We recognise the fruits of a spirituality of synodality when the daily life of the Church is marked by 
unity and harmony in pluriformity. No one can progress along the path of authentic spirituality alone; 
we need support, including formation and spiritual accompaniment, both as individuals and as a 
community. 

56. Listening to those who suffer exclusion and marginalisation strengthens the Church's 
awareness that taking on the burden of wounded relationships is part of its mission. The Church does 
this in order that the Lord, the Living One, can heal them. This is the only way that the Church can be 
“as a sacrament or instrumental sign of intimate union with God and of the unity of all humanity” 
(LG 1). At the same time, being open to the world allows one to discover that the Spirit has sown the 
seeds of the Gospel in every corner of the globe, in every culture and in every human group. These 
seeds bear fruit in the ability to live healthy relationships, cultivate mutual trust and forgiveness and 
overcome fear of diversity. They also give life to welcoming communities, promote an economy 
respectful of people and the planet and bring about reconciliation after conflict. History leaves us 
with a legacy of conflicts motivated also by religious affiliation, undermining the credibility of 
religions themselves. Much suffering has been caused by the scandal of division between Christian 
communions and the hostility between sisters and brothers who have received the same Baptism. 
The renewed experience of ecumenical momentum that marks the synod’s journey opens the way 
towards hope. 
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Encyclical letter Magnifica Humanitas 

63. It is the State’s responsibility to ensure cohesion, unity and the proper organization of civil 
society, so that the common good can be pursued with everyone’s contribution. In practical terms, 
this means that public authorities have the delicate duty to “harmonize the different sectoral 
interests with the requirements of justice,” [82] seeking a balance between individual interests and 
the common good, without leaving behind the most vulnerable. When politics abandons a long-term 
perspective and reduces itself to short-term calculations or sterile polarizations, then the language 
of the common good loses credibility, and, at the same time, social inequalities and divisions grow. 

64. This also applies to international politics. As the divide between nations widens, a 
mentality of confrontation and aggression begins to take hold, and the difficult path toward a more 
united and fraternal world suffers new and painful setbacks. In this context, speaking of a shared 
journey toward a more just development for the entire human family “sounds like madness.” [83] 
Yet we must not lose hope. I invite everyone to conceive of ways of cooperating and of more effective 
international institutions, capable of safeguarding the global common good without compromising 
the legitimate diversity of peoples and nations. Indeed, the promotion of the common good can 
never be separated from respect for the right of peoples to exist, to preserve their own identity and 
to contribute their unique qualities to the family of nations. [84] Moreover, any attempt or plan to 
eliminate or subjugate a nation is gravely immoral and therefore unacceptable. 

201. The culture of power also stems from the crisis of the multilateral system. The 
institutions established to safeguard the concept of a common future for all peoples and a global 
common good appear to have been weakened. This is due not only to structural limitations, but also 
to a frequent lack of shared will to support and reform them, or to recognize their moral authority. 
Instead of making progress, we are regressing from the significant turning point of the twentieth 
century. After 1989, the collapse of communist regimes in Europe was followed by a predominantly 
economic globalization, which lacked an adequate political framework capable of sustaining 
dialogue and peace. An almost blind faith was placed in the ability of the markets to generate 
prosperity, democracy and stability. In reality, rather than automatically generating unity and peace, 
globalization has provoked fundamentalist, identity-based and nationalistic reactions. The result is 
a far cry from genuine multilateralism; instead, what has appeared is a disorderly and conflict-ridden 
multipolarism with a prevailing sense of mistrust. 

202. What has also re-emerged is the temptation to forge a collective identity in opposition 
to an enemy, fueled by narratives in which each party portrays itself as a victim entitled to 
retribution. The reduction of complex issues into simplistic categories — “me first,” “friend or foe,” 
“us or them” — facilitates decisions that are often irresponsible and undermine mutual trust among 
nations. The force of international law is thus replaced by the claim that “might makes right.” 
Consequently, tribunals that are competent for settling disputes between States or dealing with war 
crimes are often weakened or bypassed, with devastating ramifications for political culture and 
social cohesion. [185]. 
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ISSUES/QUESTIONS 
 
 How can Social Doctrine help Catholics move beyond ideological divisions and 

rediscover a shared commitment to the Gospel and the common good?  

 In what ways can the principles of human dignity, solidarity, subsidiarity, and the 
common good offer a framework for dialogue among Catholics with different 
political, social, or theological perspectives?  

 How can Social Doctrine encourage Catholics to listen to one another more deeply, 
especially when disagreements arise over controversial moral, cultural, or social 
issues?  

 What role can Catholic communities, parishes, schools, and institutions play in using 
Social Doctrine to build unity rather than reinforce polarization?  

 How can Social Doctrine help Catholics distinguish between legitimate diversity of 
opinion and harmful forms of division that weaken communion within the Church? 


