
 
It happened ‘on the road’ 

 
My Dear Friends, 

 

It was very timely that the Gospel on the day we launched the Synod in our diocese was the 

story of James and John asking Jesus to give them places of honour in the Kingdom. St Mark 

had made it very clear that the disciples were ‘on the road’ to Jerusalem with Jesus when the 

encounter took place. We Christians listening to this Gospel are meant to recognise this thing 

of ‘being on the road’ with Jesus. That’s because the Christian life is always ‘on the road’ with 

Jesus. When Mark tells us that two of the main followers of Jesus were so ‘out of it’, so full of 

their own agenda that they made such a request of Jesus on the way to his passion we are 

meant to reflect on ourselves. Might it be that we are so full of ourselves that our turning to 

the Lord is always about ‘me’; what’s in it for me? That sobering thought and Jesus’ reply to 

the two brothers – ‘will you drink the cup that I must drink?’ -  might well help us as we think 

about the Synod 

 

Pope Francis has called a Synod of Bishops which will come together in two years’ time in 

2023. Synod means ‘on the road together’. 

 

The reason there is such a long lead in time is that the Pope wants the whole Church to be 

involved in it. Over the next two years he wants us to practise being ‘Synodal’, walking 

together and praying for an outpouring of the Holy Spirit so that we will hear what God is 

saying to us now in these days. 

 

The Pope uses three words when he talks about this Synod and they are: Communion, 

Participation, Mission. It is more powerful if we take them in reverse order. 

 

Mission 

It can sometimes feel as if the purpose of the Church is merely to help us mark the key 

moments of our lives; birth, marriage and death, and to help us say our prayers along the 

way. We need to be reminded that Christ founded the Church for a deeper Mission, to 

proclaim the Kingdom of God and to announce salvation for the whole world. The Mission is 

for everybody, not just priests and deacons and Religious sisters and brothers, those whom 

we used to think of as the professional religious people. 

 

As we talk to one another and listen to each other over the next two years the Pope wants 

the Holy Spirit to call out the missionary in each one of us. 



 

Participation 

It is one thing to say that God calls every one of the baptised to be a part of the Mission. But 

the question arises: how is everyone to participate? How can ever more people be involved 

in spreading the Gospel? It will be the big challenge of the coming years for the Church to 

create a new culture with opportunities for everyone to make their commitment and get 

involved in the Mission. There are two sides to this: 

 

1. We need to find ways for people to be trained and skilled to make a more lively 

contribution to the Church’s work of evangelisation. 

2. People have to be helped to find the energy and generosity to come forward and 

make their contribution. 

 

Communion 

When we understand that we have a common mission given to us by Christ and when each 

one of us is making his or her contribution then we are in Communion with Christ and with 

each other. 

 

The Pope has a sense that we as Church are called to renewal for mission in the world of 

today. He wants the Church to rediscover the treasure of communion in order to be a light 

for a world that is so lacking in communion. Part of the background is that while there is 

greater ease of communication in our world today than ever before in history at the same 

time communities are breaking down. There are dangerous signs of division, politically and 

socially. Young people and older people seem to have less and less in common. When people 

divide over politics or ideology it is increasingly acceptable for them to refer to each other 

with aggressive and demeaning language. Even in the Church liberals and conservatives all 

too often view each other with suspicion and tend to keep their distance. In a world beset 

with division and rancour the Church of Jesus is called to be a sign of unity, a witness to what 

God wants for the world. To seek communion is, then, a Gospel duty. 

 

 

The first part is the Diocesan Phase of this journey 

The specific task for the next few months is to get a Snapshot of how things are now:  how 

are we doing already, now, as regards Mission, Participation and Communion?  Then, can we 

dream the dream about how we could do these things better in the future? 

 

In our diocese we have prepared three pairs of questions which people will be invited to 

respond to in the coming weeks. There will be opportunities for people to respond either in 

groups or online. 

 

Early in the New Year we will gather together a synopsis of the responses from our diocese, 

which I will bring in the form of a report to the Bishops Conference. Then, an Irish report will 

be created from all of the diocesan reports. Subsequently there will be a ‘continental’ stage 

and finally the Pope’s collaborators in Rome will gather together the wisdom and perspectives 

of the Churches of the whole world. That will guide the agenda of the Synod of Bishops which 

will gather in 2023. I invite you to see it as an opportunity to contribute to the Pope’s ongoing 

work of renewal of the Church. 



 

Remember we don’t have to wait until 2023 to work on Mission, Participation and 

Communion. Over Covid, based on an initiative of the Council of Priests, I have had a group 

made up of priests and lay people working on a Pastoral Plan for our own diocese which we 

will be rolling out in the New Year. 

 

Please take part in the consultations now before Christmas and let us pray and work 

together here in Raphoe for a new commitment to being Missionaries, for generous 

participation from all of us and a deepening experience of being in Communion with Jesus 

and with each other. 

 

Back to James and John 

Every time you hear the word Synod, I invite you to have in your mind the picture of the 

disciples ‘on the road with Jesus’, heading for Jerusalem. We can remember the two 

followers, James and John, who were full of their own agenda and who needed Jesus to call 

them back to the core of the Christian life. Like them, as we walk the road with Jesus, we 

will be asked to drink the cup with him and to be free of our own biases.  Then, we trust 

that he will lead us through the loss of the crucifixion into the glory of his resurrection.  

 

A key part of the Church’s ‘synodal pathway’ in our day has to be all of us letting go of our 

own agenda so that we can hear the Holy Spirit speaking to and guiding us into the future.  

 

 

+ Alan McGuckian, SJ 

Bishop of Raphoe 

 

 

 

  



Appendix: 
 

The Questions: 

 
1. To what extent do you experience companionship, togetherness and friendship in 

your parish? 

 

2. How can we, as Catholics, create a real sense of welcome, belonging and inclusion in 

our parish community? 

 

3. What opportunities are there within the Church for you to speak freely about your 

experience, to be listened to and heard? 

 

4. How might new opportunities be developed for the voice of all people to be heard? 

 

5. What is your experience of active sharing in the life of your parish and /or diocese? 

 

6. How can the parish community invite people to a greater level of involvement and 

responsibility in the parish? 

 

CEISTEANNA 

1. Cén taithí atá agat go dtí seo ar chomhluadar, ar theacht le chéile agus ar chairdeas in do 

Pharóiste? 

 

2. Cén dóigh is féidir linne, mar Chaitlicigh , eispéireas fíor a chruthú maidir le fíorchaoin 

fáilte , muintearas, agus cuimsiú inár bparóiste? 

 

3. Cad iad na deiseanna atá ar fáil san Eaglais chun go mbeifeá ábalta labhairt amach go 

hoscailte agus chun go mbeadh cluas éisteachta ar fáil duit? 

 

4. Cén dóigh is féidir deiseanna a chur ar fáil sa dóigh go mbeadh achan guth abálta cluas 

éisteachta a fháil? 

 

5. Cén taithí atá agat ar chomhpháirtíocht ghníomhach in do Pharóiste / Deoise? 

 

6. Cén dóigh is féidir leis an Pharóiste cuireadh a thabhairt do dhaoine a bheith níos 

gníomhaí agus níos mó freagrachta a ghlacadh ina bParóiste? 

 
 

 

 



At Parish Level 

Groups in parishes are encouraged to gather and discuss the questions posed and have one 

member of the group charged with gathering a summary of the points raised to forward it 

to the Diocesan Committee at synod2021@raphoediocese.ie  

 

At Regional Level 

In order that everyone would have an opportunity to come to an event if they chose, we 

propose to have centralised meetings in three locations where people will be able to 

participate. 

 

Ards Retreat Centre, Creeslough, 16th November at 7.30pm 

Franciscan Friary, Rossnowlagh, 17th November at 7.30pm 

Diocesan Pastoral Centre, Letterkenny, 18th November at 7.30pm 

 

The results of these considerations will be summarised and submitted to the Diocesan 

committee.  

 

On-line participation.  

Through Facebook and the Diocesan Website an opportunity will be made available to 

anyone who wants to respond to the questions posed about the issue of Synodality. 

 

Diocesan Website: https://www.raphoediocese.ie/news/synod-pathway/ 

 

 
 

QR code for Synodal questions. 


