Chukwuma J. Okoye

The

BETH 6/2:1994

Synod Challenges the Church in Africa
Chukwuma J. Okoye

1. The

Synod in Process

The first surprise for many

was the Opening Liturgy on
in
St.
Peter's
Basilica. presided over
Sunday,
April 1994,
the
and
Father
concelebrated
by
Holy
by 1 Patriarch, 35
146
39
Cardinals,
Bishops and 90 Priests. It
Archbishops.

10

in the Roman Rite with elements taken from the ancient
rites of Africa (Responsorial Psalm in Amharic from the
Ethiopian Rite and the Gospel in Arabic according to the
Coptic Rite) with adaptations from the Roman Rite for the
Dioceses of Zai rea
The synod had 242 members, 46 observers, 20 experts
and 7 Fraternal Delegates. To this number is to be added
the staff of 30 assistants, the special press corps working
with the Sala Stampa, the Vatican Radio and the Vatican
Information services, the simultaneous translators
The 4
from
Rwanda
could
not
attend
episcopal participants
because of the disturbances in their country; two African
Cardinals died just before the Assembly and two others
could not attend for health reasons. It is significant that
almost 40% of the 497 bishops in Africa were present at the
synod, that is 2 bishops for every five, a representation
more
than
triple that of most chapters of religious
congregations. The lived experience of the synod on the
part of such a substantial number of African bishops will
prove an important factor for the implementation of the
decisions of the synod and for facing its challenges for the
gospel in Africa.
An
was
innovation
the
use
of
French.
English.
Symposium of
Portuguese (the three language of SECAM
the Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar) and
Italian rather than Latin. At the explicit request of the
Synod there was each day a short homily at the Ora Ter'za,
was

...

-
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fact which illustrated the African love of the word of God
nourishment and as the light for the evangelizing and
spiritual task. Two hundred and ten Fathers spoke in aula
in addition to 14 texts "in scripts" (written interventions
not pronounced in aula). Further, there were 19 Auditiones
a

as

and various presentations: on Islam and the Family" on the
International Year of the Family, especially in connection
with the projected International Conference on Population
and Development to
in
be
held
Cairo
(Egypt) this
September, on the English edition of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church.
For the first ten days, the synod worked in' plenary
assembly. The session began with the Report of the General
Secretary of the Synod of Bishops on the preparation of
the synod followed by, the Relatio ante disceptationem by
the General Rapporteur, Cardinal Thiandoum. The Fathers
then listened to the interventions and the Auditiones, the
content of which were summarized by Cardinal Thiandoum
in a report called the Relatio post disceptationem. The
assembly then broke up +nto 5 English groups, 5 French
groups, 1 Portuguese group and 1 Italian group to discuss
the reports and interventions so far made and to seek to
formulate proposals. Each group elected a moderator and a
rapporteur or a rapporteur and his associate. After the
reports of the groups in plenary assembly, the General
with
the
the
Secretaries
and
Rapporteur
Special
rapporteurs of the- various groups prepared the Elenchus
Unicus Propositionum. This was again discussed by the
groups, leading ,to the Elenchus Finalis Propositionum which
contained 64 propositions offered to the Holy
Father
covering the five tasks of evangelisation in Africa in the
third
inculturetion,
millennium,
proclamation"
namely,
dialogue" justice and peace and the means of social
communication.
A second phase of the synod will bring the Holy Father
to three or four places in Africa where he will promulgate
the results of the synod.
are already afoot to
determine the places and the time.
In what follows I shall seek to give an impression of the
challenges from the synod based on the interventions and

Consultati10ns
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documents; this essay will remain "preliminary", because
the experience of the synod will take time to digest,
further not all the documents are yet available for study.
2.

Challenges

to the

Gospel in Africa

violence
the very eve of the synod, fratricidal
in
In one
Rwanda
the
Hutu
and
Tutsi.
between
the
erupted
in
Hutu
a
soldiers
entered
church
incident,
parish
On

assembly. They systematically selected Tutsi whom they
coldly shot or macheted to death. In that one incident, 63
persons lost their lives. The strife in Rwanda will give
particular poignancy to the concept of Church as the
Family of God on earth. During the synod, on 27 April,
South Africa held the first democratic elections after 350
years of the system of Apartheid. There is hope for the
transformation of the actual unjust situation, especially if
Christians will unite in one voice based on the gospel. Two
days earlier, elections in Italy swept from power the former
Christian Democratic Party, now the Popular Party, and
posed again the question of the responsibility of the
faithful for the social order. From 4-22 April, a Commission
in
in
New
York
a
text
to
finalized
be
voted
the
International Conference on Population and Development
which will be htld in Cairo in September. Some of the
the family
contents affecting
represented the cultural
impositions from outside to which Africa has been subject.
The family will become a major theme in the synod. On 24

beatified the Zairian catechist,
odium �dei by his Belgian
master, an event which underlined witness and holiness of
life as
the ultimate
challenge of the synod and of
inculturation.
the Holy
Isidore Bakanja,

April,

2.1

Father

martyred in

Good News in

a

Continent full of bad

news.2

power of God for the salvation of
who has faith (Rom. 1:16). The key word is
salvation. In the African conception, salvation is abundant
life, it is shalom, a state of harmony and total well-being

The

gospel is the

everyone
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in body.

mind and soul in relation

to other

persons,

the

society, entire creation and God. It calls for "a total
of persons but also of str-uctures,
evangelization. not
concrete situations
To show that henceforth the gospel

only
"

...

.

must become Good News for humans in concrete situation in

Africa, the Fathers requested the Holy Father to refer in
his Post Synodal Exhortation to this situation as the
backdrop for the evangelizing mission.4 The post-synodal
Church will insist on the social relevance of religion, the
transforming power of faith.
The Message (no. 41) paints the following picture of the
situation: continual degradation arising from terms of trade,
the
use
of Africa as
a
dumping ground by over
industrialized societies, imposition on our societies of socio
economic measures from abroad which lead to life styles
that are contrary to the dignity of the African. All this
results in crushing currency devaluation and international
debt (no. 2). From within there are fratricidal strife and
wars, corruption, lack of the Rule-of Law, the "idolatry of
ethnicity" (no. 36). In the face of these, the Bishops
confess: we have not always done what we could in order
to form the laity for life in society, to a Christian vision of
politics and economics (no. 33). Hence education to the
common good as well as to a respect for pluralism will b�
one of the pastoral tasks which are a priority for our times
(no. 35). The synod demands greater justice between North
and South (no. 32) and asks for a substantial if not a total
remission of the foreign debt of African countries (no. 41).
The Fathers commit the Church in Africa to justice in her
internal life in so far as procedures, possessions and life
style are concerned (no. 43.) To which, a synodal Father
added "respect for the rights of women, openness to
5
dialogue and consultation, priority for the poor"
Ii

2.2

The

The Church
Good

as

the Family of God

News is that we are the family of God!
25). The same blood flows in our veins, the
(Message
blood of Jesus Christ. In him. we are a Brotherhood, a
"people made one with the unity of the Father, of the Son
no.
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and of the Holy Spirit" (LG 4). The waters of baptism must
show themselves thicker than the bonds of blood.6 The
post-synodal Church will try to recover the sense of

solidarity and belonging, of unity and harmony, of sharing
and participation implied in the concept of a family. It will
fight tr-ibalfsm in all its forms, for example, in the
appointment of bishops.
The Church as Family of God takes concrete shape in
Christian
Ecclesia1
Communities
Small
(called
-Living
Communities in francophone areas}. They are places for
treating the real problems of life in the light of the gospel,
of promoting the responsibility of the members and learning
to live as Chur-ch. In them the universal love of Christ
barriers.
Their
breaks
experiences and
through all
questions become raw material for African theological
reflection. The experience of SCC's was- not universal, but
consensus grew as the synod progressed to the point of
requestinq that SCC's become the cornerstone of pastoral
strategy
2.3

in

Africa.

From Mission Church to

a

Church

on

Mission

phrases was Paul VI's, wYou
missionaries to yourselves" (Kampala,
was interpreted as launching Africa into
world mission. The synod heard the invitation of Bishop
Carlos Vieira, Bishop of Cartagena in Colombia: let us
exchange our missionaries, sharing in our poverty. It heard
bishops from certain places in Northern Africa pleading for
African missionaries ISO that the Church will no longer be
a Church of expatriates. It proposed "greater inter-ecclesial
solidarity on the African continental level especially with
those who are in difficult conditions and in suffering".
The Church as the family of God will find it natural to
share personnel and resources. An era of Fidei Donum
pastoral agents, priests, religious men and women, and even
laity is being ushered for AfF'ica and other parts of the
world. As the Message emphasized: all our local Churches
with missionary ardour
are
to burn
(no. 12) for. the
adventure of
rneetiaq Christ is characterized by an
One of

the

most

Africans, you are
Uganda, 1969). It

quoted

now
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irresistible desire to share that joy (cf. no.9). It is hoped
that missionary institutes for world mission will, emerge
from the local Churches of Africa. The movement has in fact
started. In 1968. a Comboni priest. Giovanni Morengoni,
founded in Uganda the Apostles of Jesus, the first African
clerical institute. A second followed in 1976, the Missionary
Society of St. Paul, founded by the Episcopal Conference of
Nigeria. At the moment there are at least 7 indigenous
African institutes of Brothers and over 127 of Sisters.
2.4

Agents of Evangelization

When evangelization is seen in its role of transformation
of minds and structures, it is not surprising that many
Fathers tended to single out the family and the SCC's as
primary agents. For these form the base of the social
edifice, influencing it profoundly. The future challenges the
Church to restore, in the altering circumstances of the day,
the values of the traditional African family transformed by
faith. Against the background of.. the forthcoming World
Conference on Population and Development in Cairo the
Fathers plead: do not allow the African family to be
ridiculed on its own soil! (Message, 'no. 30). They continue:
we condemn the enslavement of humans to money, the new
god. through which pressure is put Of,l the poor nations to
force them to choose options in Cairo which are contrary
to life and morality.
The image of the priest is that of a "man of God"
(Relatio ante disceptationem. no. 9) with a vocation to
spiritual fatherhood (Message, no. 25). He must launch out
into the deep for Christ and not be just a "maintenance
man" in an "established Church". In the Church as family
of God. the role of the priest is to
an animator who
does not take everything to himself.
The Church will
foster the participation of all in her mission. Hence a synod
Father said: I call upon this synod firstly ·to recognize that
collaborative ministry is an imperative, not an option, and
secondly to allow local Churches
shape ministries
adapted to their particular priorities.
"A certain idea of the Church produced a type of lay

br
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All pastors are invited to
in
which the laity rediscover
develop pastoral programme
their proper place and importance" (Message no. 57). Hence
the laity are not to be considered merely as supplying in
situation
of lack of priests
and
a
religious, rather
ministries are to be set up in the Church of Africa to
person

who

was

too

passive

...

a

enable them fulfil their priestly, prophetic and royal rele,
And they, are to be given adequate training, including
scripture, areas very often reserved
theology and
for the clergy.
�
"To educate a woman is to educate people". Hence the
African womanshould count on the Church as the defender
of her rights as a human person and the promoter of her
role in social life, politics, economics but also as wife and
mother.11 Traditional and modern prejudices against women
derive from structures of sin. She is to be given access to
all "the social careers from which traditional and modern
sbciety tend to exclude her without reason (Message, no.
66). One of the proposals voted by the Father's was: it is
imperative that women be included in appropriate levels of
decision making in the Church and that the Church
establishes ministries
women
and intensify efforts
towards their formation.
The bible has a certain. priority over the catechism in
evangelisation; it ought to be considered the first
catechism.13 Hence the synod proposes to put the bible
into the hands of the faithful from their earliest years, to
cater for bible translations into the local languages and to
design celebrations of the word. It becomes the reference
point of evangeliser and evangelized.

sfDcred

��r

2.5

Religious and Missionaries

Religious life in itself must be conceived
primarily as a
"mission", as a manifestation of saving 10ve.1 Religious are
invited to assume the profound values which make up the
life of our cultures, thus giving "cultural hospitality to
Christ, chaste, poor and obedient" (Message, no. 58).
A synod Father so described the difficulties of some
indigenous institutes: low education of the members, lack of
31
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well
chartsms, insufficient attention to religious
formation.
Some of these foundations duplicated existing
ones; it would seem that some bishops consider in too facile
a manner that they need to have their own religious for
the needs of their
dioceses. On the other hand, some
international institutes were recruiting candidates without
sometimes
sufficient
scrutiny,
against
negative
recommendation on the part of the local Church. It was
reported that some missionary institutes with no houses in
Africa were recruiting candidates whom they bring abroad
and that sometimes this is done without
aference to the
in
was
local Church. The synod
unanimous
d�manding that
of
the multiplication
institutes without definite chartsms and
should
apostolates
stop, also that institutes should not
have
no houses. All religious are to be
recruit where they
a
solid
human
and
spiritual formation; provision
given
might be made for human and spiritual formation; provision
might be made for religious brothers and sisters to foilow
courses in the seminaries.
A preliminary
outlined the tasks of missionaries
in Africa as follows:
proclamation to non-Chr-istians, the
formation of christian communities who will become self
sufficient; the animation of local Churches towards a
missionary spirit both ad intra and ad extra; the witness
of total self-giving; the witness of universal fraternity; the
mutual exchange and sharing of spiritual riches; the
witness of a common 'life and solidarity between members of
different ethnic groups and nations living in the one
institute; a true fraternity and sharing of responsibilities
between people of North and South,
In the collaboration
between the local Church and
a
concerted
missfonaries,
planning in matters of personnel
between
and
bishops
religious superiors is advised.
Missionaries are requested not to compete with the local
Church but to die to their own personal projects in order
to assume her pastoral priorities and approaches. Bishops'
are
nevertheless to recognize and foster the
special
charisms of institutes.

defint!d

repart
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Inculturation and the Crisis of Culture

2.6

In the Middle Ages, the Church through the work of the
monasteries helped ;'n fashioning the new European culture.
A similar challenge exists now in Africa. "The culture which
.gave its identity to our people is in serious crisis"
who helps them
(Message no. 15). Africans want a
Inculturation thus
discover their own African
traces a triple fidelity in the changing circumstances
fidelity to the traditional values, fidelity to the morrow of
and his message. The final goal
Africa and fidelity to
a holiness determined by the
of inculturation is holiness
particular values of the culture. Inculturation includes the
Church
and
of
whole
life
of
the
entire
process
evangelisation. It includes socio-political and moral life and
Church structures. The synod however underlined the

Ch�st
personality.1

-

Chris� 8,

following challenges.
-

the harmonization of traditional and canonical forms of
many Catholics excluded
from the sacraments because of their marital situation;

marriage and the problems of

-

-

-

the question of an African Rite or African Rites which
the ReTatio ante disceptationem (no. 17), basing itself
on Ad gentes, 22,
considered a matter of right and
-not of concession;

the

project of

an

African theology;

and
the
Catholic
school,
especially professional
technical schools, Catholic cultural centres and Higher
Institutes as "privileged places for the remoulding of
modern
our
traditional
confronted
cultures
by

rationality" (Message,
-

no.

54).

the development of tr-aditional means of communications
and their use in evangelization; the mass media as a
world to be evangelized and as the bearers of a new
world culture.
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2.7

Formation for An

The work of effective evangelization is too
for
improvised action, formation is necessary for all,. ''The
whole community needs to be trained, motivated
and
according to his or her
empowered for evangelisation,
specific role within the Church". Also "ongoing formation
must be provided for
whole People of God, priests, lay
1
Formation leads resolutely along
people and religious".
the road to holiness, makes people truly human, well
inserted into their milieu, equipped for the work of
evangelisation and bearing witness to the 1<;ngdom to come
(Cf. Message, no 49-50).
In the formation of the priest, .intellectual formation ts
not to be privileged at the expense of the human and
spiritual. This stress on the human and spiritual is
characteristic. It presupposes a training which, founded on
human virtues and values, makes candidates in touch with
themselves and others and interiorly transformed i�to
images of Christ the priest.
Four key words recur in the synod's considerations of
formation: humeri, spirituel, missionary, inserted within the
local ambience. Formation should make one human. holy,
apostolic according to the state of life and fully rooted in
the culture and in full solidarity �th one's people and

com�lex

ea�r

\he

.

.

..

.

-:

their circumstances.
Seminarians should, through manual labour and other
means, share tn the material life of\ the seminary. They are
ined to
to be
preciate
and to
in ministry with the laity.
Bishop \Albert Tsiahoana
in
cited
an
experimentation
�ri� tly. formation 'in
candidates
live
Madagascar:
simple houses
together in
in the midst of the people and share their poor condition.
They partly .gain their living by cultivating their own rice
fields. They have to look after their own house and their
Fathers
of
environment.
The
the synod
plead· with
in
those
"be
houses
of
formation:
seminartans and
convinced that spiritual formation is the key to the' whole
of your formation
Seminary discipline should become the
the
and
expression of your maturity"
self-discipline
•

tra.

ap.

t�,ir

.cult�e
.

y.ery

....
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(Message, no. 60-61).
A
synod Father noted that whereas vocations .are
increasing in Africa there is no corresponding increase in
good formators, rather in certain places their number,
qualify and preparation are unfortunately lacking. In the
post-synodal Church, the formation of formators will be a
priority, people capable of inspiring those 'in formation to
give to the world the only reality it expects from them:
God.
2.8

Dialogue

Perhaps because of the concept of Church as the family
of God, dialogue within the Church emerged as a priority:
between all groups of Christ's faithful, 'between the local
Church and religious and missionary institutes, between the
in
the
local
Churches in
Africa and
Church
other
with
Rome
continents, finally
dialogue
especially on
and
relevant
ecclesial
experiments

inculturati�r
structures.

was launched to Muslims: "God does not want
idol in whose name one person would kill other
people. On the contrary he wills that 'in justice and peace
we join together in the service of life" (Message, no. 23).
It was nevertheless noted that a distinction is to be made
between Islam and Muslims and that fundamentalist Muslims
are a minority which is as much a headache to the majorit�
of Mustims as to Christians. The dialogue with the moderate
majority of Muslims is to be intensified. Indeed the peace
and stability of many places in Africa depends on this.
Such dialogue can also be a bulwark against irreligious
ideologies (for example, in the fight against amorality and
for the values of the African family) and a force for the

An

to be

appeal
an

restoration of traditional values.
movement began among the
The contemporary
African missionaries.2 When they realized that confessional
divisions were hindering the evangelizing mission 00 the
continent. The future could
depend on the
commitment of the Churches in Africa.
A synod Father
even dared to hope that Africa would make a courageous

rcumenical

therefor'6
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effort for the re-unifir-ation of believers in Christ and that
unity for which Christ prayed might come from
Africa.
A dialogue with the guarantors of our cultural values
and of our traditional religion
structured around the
cultural heritage is strongly recommended=In our local.
Churches (Message, no. 21). In this manner, the Church will
enrich her life, hold on to the best in our traditions and
help in the creation of the emerging new African identity.

ChristWn

2.9

Self-Reliance

In this connection, two facts were remarkable: the tone
of the Father-s was that of awareness of self as responsible
with and under Peter for the Churches confided to them by
the Lord, also for the future of the continent; deriving
from this is a second: the will to share, to support one
another, to network with all useful agents in order to
transform the situation. A new pastoral approach is born.
On the second day of the synod Cardinal Zoungrana
opened the question of self-reliance: our African dioceses
must form pastoral agents' and faithful to count upon their
personal contributions above all, so as not to build
Churches of perpetual
beggars. The Message was to
corroborate this when it said: our dignity demands that we
do everything to bring about our financial self-reliance
(no.44). He demanded more faith in the bishops of Africa,
more support for them while respecting their options and
the priorities fixed by their pastoral plans. A solution
would be to develop a true theology of temporal goods of
the Church based on communion which is expressed by
interdependence and material solidarity without damaging

peoples dignity.
3. Conclusion

-

Africa in the World

The Fathers appeal against the negative image of
Africa and generally of the black race (Message no. 32):
there should be an end to presenting us in a ridiculous
The unjust
and insignificant light on the world scene
•.•.
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an accumulation of external
humiliates our nations and
gives them a
of
sense
and
inferiority
indigence. In the name
regrettable
of our people we reject this sense of culpability which is

price system brings in its wake
which

debt

imposed

on

us.

Fathers are henceforth prepared to network with
groups within and outside their countries in order to make
of the continent a society which has God for its builder.
They call for a stop to arms sales to warring factions in
Africa, on the IMF and the World Ban k t alleviate the
The

debt, on the United Nations to intervene to
establish peace in Rwanda, Sudan, Angola, Liberia, Sierra
Leone, Somalia and parts of Central Africa. They demand
greater justice between North and South and stable and
fair prices for raw materials. They plead with Christians in
with
the
northern
to
intervene
their
hemisphere

crushing

governments and those responsible to stop arms saTes to
groups in conflict in Africa. They request them to see to
it that due respect is given to Africa and Africans as well
as
those of them who have migrated to the northern
hemisphere (Message, no. 40.41). They plead with African
governments to move away from huge military spending and
to put the emphasis on the education, health and well being
of their people.
A bishop' summarized the challenge of the gospel in
'

Africa as follows:· Hitherto the Church in Africa has not
concerned herself sufficiently with these problems. Her
preoccupation has been more with the "salvation of souls".
A new direction in evangelisation characterised by genuine

compassion for the people is called for. This

new direction
of
the
the Church in
the life
Such involvement entails risks
struggles of the people.
in the effort to redress dehumanizing
conditions and
conform them to the will of God. It may be that the future
African martyrs for the gospel will give their lives more
for this vision of the family of God on earth than for a

demands

involveme�t

particular formulation of dogma.
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