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1. A
1 1.
.

Synod Review
On the

Pre-synodal Events

The special.synod of bishops for Africa, which Pope John
Paul II proposed on 6th January 1989, took place in Rome
between the 10th of April and the 8th of May 1994. Its five
year period of preparation and one month duration of the
a
the
Church
actual sessions
African
gave
singular
opportunity to live and define herself. The heated debates
that accompanied the preparation revealed much about the
self-consciousness, expectations and apprehensions of the
African Church, just as the events and the fruits of the
synod ·sessions boosted its self-esteem, and raised hopes
for the future.
The synod and all that went with it amounted thus to a
sinqle process of self-discovery. Not just the fears and
hopes, but also the weaknesses and the potentials were
exposed. Right from 1977, when the idea of an African
Council was born in Abidjan, till 1989 when the expectation
for a council had to capitulate to the reality of a synod,
both theologians and bishops on the African continent were
putting up with "differences in
Among the
in
most
evident
the
SECAM
this
became
bishops,
meetings
of 1984 in Kinshasa and of 1987 in Lagos when directions
became actually polarised. Their experience was a reminder,
not only that different levels of self-consciousness existed
in the African Church, but also that there were varied
interests and visions about her future. Even though one
should be courteous not to term this as disunity, it could
be rightly maintained, nonetheless, that the failure of the
bishops to evolve a common view about a council exposed
the vulnerability of the African Church. There is no doubt

opinionn•1
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a
majority of the bishops would want the African
Church to inculturate herself, as the events in the synod
later
revealed.
the
However,
being
caught between
determination to define herself and the fear to initiate
radical steps, she lacked the strength to resist external

that

influence.
This state

prevailed, when the papal proposal for a
special synod of bishops for Africa came. As .would be
expected, the news was received differently, ranging from
enthusiasm to disappointment. Those who never expected a
special continental assembly of any sort for Africa accepted
the

.

Vatican

offer

exuberance.

with

Others

who

had

anticipated an African council were displeased. Even
without knowing exactly whether to blame fellow Africans
or the Vatican for that,
many considered it a miscarriage
of Church decision. This generated waves of sentiments
across Africa. Again, in what seemed 1i ke· adding salt to
injury, it was confirmed that the assembly was to sit in
Rome and not in any of the suggested African cities. Many
as an affront and as a disrespectful
saw this both
denial
of Africa's right to self-determination.
However, as more information emerged" it became clear
that neither the option for a synod nor the choice of Rome
as venue was made arbitrarily by the Vatican. Apparently,
.Rome merely seized the opportunity offered it by the
differences in opinions within the episcopal conferences. It
is no secret that most of the episcopal conferences were
not

enthusiastic about

whereas

the convocation
of

of

a

council.

For

the

francophone
episcopal
conferences, who in the past preoccupied themselves with
the issue of a council, were of the view that the time was
the
due
for
an
African
others,
council,
especially
anglophone conferences, felt that Africa was not yet ready
a

majority

for an event of such dimension. About a third of all the
continental episcopal
were even totally against
the idea of a council.
Thus, it was apparently the
disagreement among the bishops and the consequent
indecision that led to the papal option for a special synod
of bishops for Africa.
Some other factors can also be suspected. According' to

con1erences
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the issue of the African council was
destined to be dropped along the line due to legal
obstacles. The African Church, he says, lacks a continental
body with legal rights to convene a council. SECAM, the

Engelbert Mveng,

·

only continental body uniting the various African episcopal
conferences, is only a symposium. In that capacity, it does
not
the juridical status necessary for convening a
pos!essThe Latin
American
of episcopal
council.
association
conferences has an" advantage over SECAM, since the former
has a legal status. Does this imply, one might ask, that the
Pope would have no other option than to convene a synod,
if
African
even
the
Church
authorities
had
duly
It
him
favour
African
to
an
council?
is left to
pressurised
experts to confirm whether this legal aspect was very
determinant in the decision-making.
Be that as it may, the awareness of these obstacles on,
the road to a council forced theologians and some Church
experts to temper their discontent. Finding themselves in
a state of complete disillusionment, many were no longer" so
much annoyed with the Vatican as with fellow Africans and
with themselves. Shortly before the synod sessions, critics
were even
becoming better disposed to see the positive
sides of a synod. For it dawned on many, especially as the
storm of dissatisfaction began to die down, that a humble
beginning with a synod is not all that a bad idea. With this
realisation, the grapi) of expectations placed on a synod
rose up "to its highest level. The view prevailed that it was
better to have a synod than not to have any assembly at
all. This is after all the first continental assembly for the
African Church involving Africans themselves, many people

thought.
However, what brought consolation to those who were
decrying the lost opportunity for a council was the much
expressed hope that the synod could be seen as a
preparatory assembly for a, future African council.4 With
this in mind, some participants went in for the synod,
hOping to make the occasion a historic moment in the
ecclesiastical history of the African continent. If bitter
feelings remained in the minds of critics on the eve of the
synod, it was not so much of disappointment, as of
43
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apprehension about the possible interference of the Vatican
and about the obvious limitation set to a synod of this
kind.

On the

1.2

Synod Sessions

Much of this fear

dispelled as soon as the
three-hours opening c�ebration
with
the
was
conducted
not
pope
colourfully,
only
according to the African taste, but also in a fashion that
exhibited the various liturgical forms existent in the
continent. If not for any other purpose, this liturgy helped
synod

was

opened.

was

however

The

towards
bold
participants
making
Except for the unfortunate strategy of
excluding many theologians from the synodal sessions
thereby forfeiting the contributions of the champions of
African theology
the much feared Vatican control was not
evident. An observer once commented with an air of regret
that it was easier for Muslims and journalist than for
theologians to get closer to the centre of high ecclesiastical
to

dispose

the

interventions.

-

-

discussions.
In

contrast, the atmosphere in the. synod sessions
less free from social

and

was

psychological pressure.
Even the papers presented by the official Relator, Cardinal
Thiandoum of Senegal, contained very courageous views on
Not very many people expected such
some volatile issues.
a confident
presentation of the African cause. His first
paper helped in streamlining the interest of Africans and
in directing further developments in the synod towards a
fruitful conclusion. Much of what was later adopted
wer�
earlier well argued out in his relatio ante disceptationem.
Similarly, many bishops made bold interventions without
being castigated. But to the surprise of many, much of the
inciting and courageous interventions did not come from
the more progressive and adventurous francophone
bi�hoPsJ
but from
the anglophone
East African
The
bishops.
contributions of these bishops were commensurate with
their elaborate preparations, which involved the Christians
more
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at the grassroots.

1.3

The Post-synodal Atmosphere: between
Despair and Hope

To all intents and purposes, the proposed "special synod
of bishops for Africa" turned out, in many respects, to be
a "special synod of Africans for the Church". Most of the
participants came out satisfied and fulfilled, both for
having finished their own synodal commitment and for
having initiated significant steps towards evolving the
future identity of the African Church. Some of the fruits
in
are
contained
of
their
the
deliberations
synodal
propositions handed over to the pope for his ratification.
Now, the African Church is patiently and apprehensively

declaration of the papal
waiting for the proposed
Post-Synodal Exhortation.
The content is yet unknown to the public, except of
course the first draft, which journalists were able to lay
their hands on, thanks to their connections, is something

cfremonial

.

if one were
Even
a
the final text.
sure,
knowledge of the content of the propositions is of little
significance. For it is well known, as critics emphasised
earlier, that the best synodal deliberations remain proposals
to the Pope and that what becomes "binding" is not what
transpired during the synod, but what the Holy Father
considers good for the Church. This is seen as constituting
the basic limitation of a synod as compared to a council. In
this light, it might seem premature for us to evaluate the
contribution of
the
synod before the exhortation is

similar

to

proclaimed.
Yet it

be noted that the significance of a
the concrete propositions and the

synod
papal
exhortation from Vatican. The message, the experience and
the encounter are also very important fruits of the synod.
To that effect, no matter what becomes of the propositions,
goes

the
one

left

must

beyond

impact the encounter of 224 participants (35 Cardinals,
Patriarch, 39 Archbishops, 146 Bishops and 90 priests")
on

the African

encounter that went

fruitful
the
se1fstrengthening

mind is irreversible.
a

loriq

way to

It

was

a
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consciousness of the African Church. This fact alone speaks
volumes for the success of the synod. Moreover, its 71
w.orld, NuntiusJ adopted "with a
points message to
thunderous ovation", equally highlights points, which show
that the African Church is poised for actions towards an

lhe

effective self-regeneration.

Judging from these signs of hope, it could be said that
disappointment. was characteristic of the pre-synodal
time, surprises upon surprises came to characterise the
synod and the post-synodal atmosphere. Should this mean
that all were satisfied with the synod? Far from that! The
impressions left behind in the African mind can be
anything but uniform. An African theologian described the
post-synodal situation thus: while those who placed much
hope on the synod "are now disappointed", others who did
not
much "are now surprised" about the overall
expect
result.
This, summarises, in my opinion, the average
impression, which lies somewhere between disappointment
and surprise, between despair and hope.
Despite the variety of individual impressions, the African
Church is better counselled to gather the positive impulses
released from the synod and make good of the hopes
is
embodied
therein.
There
no
point bewailing lost
opportunities. If, as it is hoped,' the synod could become a
preparation for a future council, there is no doubt that the
fruits of this synod will be a legacy for future continental
ecclesiastical assemblies. It is left to theologians and
African Church authorities to pick up the pieces and build
the future on the available positive signs. Moreover, Africa
if

has reasons to expect more words of encouragement from
the forthcoming papal
The synod
alone contains much enough.
impulse for the African Church to get on her feet. Reading
between the lines, one encounters attempts towards the
self-assertion of the African Church, one comes across more
signs of hope than despair. For example, the appeal the
synod Fathers made to African theologians for more
research on inculturation (nos. 13, 14, 18, 56) and to
political and church leaders for more justice and peace, in
the "international economic order" (no.41) and in "the life

ex�ortation.
"message,,1
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style of the Church" (43), respectively, are positive signs
of hope. The same thing applies to their call for "the
financial self-reliance of our churches" (no. 44).
However, the most outstanding sign of hope is, in my
opinion, the synod's new ecclesiology: the concept of
Church-as-Family. This is the "Good News!", the synod
Fathers emphasised, that the people of God in the whole
world
"a
constitute
(no.25).
single Family of God"
Significant enough, they made this ecclesiology the starting
point of their deliberations and passed it on to the post
synodal African Church for further exploration.
2. The Model of Church
2.1 Church

the

as

the

as

Family

Family:

of God:

a

A

new

Ecclesiology?

New Idea with Roots in

Scriptures and Tradition.

The declaration of the Church as the Family of God is,
my opinion, the most significant contribution of the
synod. This concept, which the synod attributes to African
in

theologians (no. 56), is, however, not totally new to
Christianity. For example, the Church is called the "family
of faith" in Gal. 6:10 and the "household of God" in 1 Pet
Needless to say that the same idea finds its best
expression in Mk 3:31-35, where Jesus calls those who do

4:17.

the will of God his "brother and sister and mother". Jesus'
view in this passage definitely paved the way for the New
of calling
Testament tradition
Chrjstians the adopted
"children of God" (Jn 1 :12; Rom 8:16; Phil 2:15; 1 Jn 3:2). It
also implies that heritage in the family of God is not
strictly speaking biological, but mystical. Accordingly, the
early Christian community understood itself as the family
of God.
The views of two eminent African theologians, in the
patristic period, on the Church as "mother" (Cyprian) and
also
the
as
"Instructress"
presuppose
(Augustine),
of
the
as
the
God.
of
ecclesia
family
understanding
Cyprian's argument that whoever has God as Father must
have the Church as mother was meant to highlight the
unity between God and the Church in form of a family
47
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This is the background thought, even when it
that his view also anticipated Augustine's
vision of the Church as a visible and invisible entity. Just
the faithful
as is obtainable among members of a family,
automatically have obligations to themselves in their
relations to God and the Church. The idea of the family of
God is also implicitly expressed in the Roman liturgy,
structure.
must be

admitted

especially the liturgy of the Holy Week,' and in the
(sacramental) theology of baptism.
Despite the awareness of this motif in the scriptures,
tradition and liturgy, the image of the family has, however,
never
received serious attention in ecclesiology. It is
therefore the merit of the African synod to have brought
For
this idea into the centre of ecclesiological reflection
not just the figures of
the first time, the family as such
has been declared
"mother", "son" and the "holy family"
a model for perceiving the mystery of the Church. That the
synod highlighted this model and called on the African
Church to explore it is a sure sign of the determination of
the synod Fathers to evolve the African Church of the
..

-

-

future based

on

a

value that is most basic in the African

life-style.
2.2

The Significance and Role of the
in the African Perception of

Family
Reality.

Nothing is more central in the life of an African than the
family? His/her personality and vision of reality are largely
defined in terms of his/her family association. His/her
being and existence is not proved by thought as Descartes
would want us believe, but by his/her family relationship.
S/he is because a/he belongs to a family. If s/he does not
a
of
relate to
sense
his/her family,
emptiness or
meaninglessness sets in. Even social groups get their
meaning only in their relation to the families. The idea of
the family evokes therefore concrete associations in the
mind of an African, and relates him/her immediately to such
values as life, blood-relationship, community, ancestral
cults, the relation of the living and the "living-dead",
duties and privileges. The image of the family for an
48
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African is like a window that opens him/her up to the
It is
a
world of reality.
category of perception and
conception par excellence.
Some writers in the West have been trying to puzzle out
how the African synod came to the model of family. People
are
wondering whether it was motivated by the 1994
·"international year of the family" or by the intrinsic
African
sense
for
the
Though the possible
influence of the world event on the synod cannot be ruled
out, yet the adoption of family as theological model is
presupposed by the centrality of family in the African
while
the
and
African
Hence,
thought
life-style.

family.1r

consciousness for the family must have been touched by
the crisis in the vision of the family today, the perception
of reality through the imagery of the fanrily is intrinsic to
African world-view.
Cardinal Thiandoum testifies this fact as he says:
This concept, so .often evoked in the responses to the
lineamenta, has deep roots in our African culture. It
also expresses the profound Christian and African
values of communion, fraternity,' solidar-ity and peace;
For in a truly African family, joys,
and
trials are shared in a trusting dialogue.

di��iculties

However, all these values which the imagery of the family
are
also
implied by earlier ecclesial models,
especially in the image of the Church as the "mystical body
of Christ" (Vatican I) and "people of God" (Vatican II). It
is well known for instance that the understanding of the
Church as the "people of God" should improve the quality
of the interrelationships
between
the laity
religious,
priests and bishops. There is no sign that the African
Church has translated these values expressed in the old
models into effective modes of action and living. Neither
can it claim to have exhausted other possibilities implied in
these models.
Bearing this in mind, one might doubt
there
is
whether
any need for a new ecclesiological model.
Yet it must be maintained that a new ecclesiology for
Africa is not superfluous. It merely supplements the earlier

evokes

J
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models. The Church is of its nature a mystery that eludes
a precise definition. While no single model can exhaust the
implications of this divine reality, every new one can bring
new aspects to the limelight. Hence, changes in perception
and perspective necessitate the adoption of new images and
models, which are not meant to replace, but to supplement
the existing ones. Thus, while old models retain their
significance, new ones can arise, not necessarily as better
descriptions, but evidently with new aspects of Church life.
"Each
model
the
understands
mission,
differently
membership, leadership, and spirituality of the Church,
capitalizes on
strengths, and guards against
different weakness".
Every Church model has its point of emphasis. For
instance, the vision of the Church as "our mother" stresses
among other things, the caring, unifying dimension of the
ecclesie: The qualification "bride of the Lord" stresses
equally the relation of the Church to God. But if both
models lay emphasis on the relation between God and the
Church, the image of Church as the "body of Christ" tends
to accentuate the unity of the faithful with Christ and
In this case, the idea of community is
among
Similarly, while Vatican I used the model
given priority.
II
of Church as the
mystical b09Y of Chrtst" to emphasise
the hierarchy, and the spiritual leadership of the pope,
Vatican II employed the image of Church as the "people of
God" to drive home the lesson that all the faithful
laity,
share a common heritage (LG 9 &
religious and clergy
13). Openness of the Church to the world is here the point
of emphasis. Of course, hierarchy retains its significance,
but it is now seasoned with collegiality and co-operation

differfnt

themselyps.

-

-

(LG 18-29).
Thus, from the New Testament and apostolic era till this
century, the Church has used different models to emphasise
one
point or the other. That most of them signify
practically the same things does not actually count. The
point is that each model illumines the same interests from
that reason, soma of
the
different perspectives.
For
significant elements coded in these earlier models appear in
different light when they are approached from the
a
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standpoint of the African model of Church-as-Family. The
idea of community. for instance. which is entailed in most
of the models receives a new light, when it is expressed
from the point of view of the African understanding of
family. It makes a difference certainly whether I am called
to belong to a "people of God" or to a "family of God". If
the image of a "people"
has the advantage of integrating
all the faithful, that of a "family" excels in deepening the
sense of belonging among members. This is not unimportant
for an African whose sense of being, as said earlier. is
determined by a sense of belonging. What the image of a

"people of God" misses by emphasising the universal, the
God"
of the "family of
gains by making the
particular its starting point. For an African the idea of a
people is empty, if it does not arise out of the family
perspective. S/He moves from the particular to the
universal and not vice versa. His/Her thought moves from
the nuclear family to the extended family, up to the clan.
and increases in scope till it arrives at the image of a
people. If it is well directed, it can go on to include the
whole world. There is no doubt that this can happen in
Christianity if we pay attention to our common origin in
notion

Adam.
2.3.

The Chances and Challenges of the Model of Church

as-Family.
The theological significance of the family cannot thus be
over-emphasised; at least not when the import of the
extended family is taken care of. Veritably, the African
notion of family does not exhaust its significance in a
nuclear family. The immediate and the distant. the living
and the dead relatives are equally included. It is extended
horizontally into distant relationship and vertically into
mystical dimensions. It has also moral and spiritual
connotations.
Does the traditional African notion of the family not open
up a whole theological dimension, which, in addition to

building a bridge between the mundane and the mystical
dimensions, provides a platform on which Augustine's
51
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of the visible and invisible Church could be
profitably elaborated? For an African, the image of the
family can best explain what the model of the Church as
the Mystical Body of Christ intends to say. Moreover. the
whole issues in ancestral
descendance. blood
brotherhood
and parenthood,
Adamite
origin,
relationship.
the Trinitarian Persons. the proto-ancestorship of Christ.
would be better coordinated within the framework of
etc.
a family model. Apparently. the synod Fathers recognised
the above points as they say:
doctrine

theology15

-

-

It is for the Church-as-Family that the Father has
taken the tnrttative in the creation of Adam. It is the
Church-as-Family which Christ founded by the gift of
his body and blood.... (He) has come to restore the
world to unity. a single human Family in the image of
the trinitarian Family. We are the Family of God: this
...

is the Good News! The same blood flows in our veins.
and it is the blood of Jesus Christ. The same Spirit
gives us life. and it is
Spirit. the infinite
fruitfulness of divine love".

the16'HOly

In its mundane dimension, the African image of the family
has got both moral and pedagogical implications .. By virtue
of the extended family. an African begins very early in life
to be his/her brothers'/sisters' keeper. to see beyond his
own personal needs. Is this not a natural exercise for the
of
skills
for
and
acquisition
necessary
community
life?
Of
before
the
course,
problem of
interpersonal
urbanisation led to the erosion of some aspects of the
African culture, the family
was
a
place of learning.
for
stories
and
tales
provided
Moonlight
means
values
to
In
the
this
communicating positive
young .people.
light. our Christian ethics and ped�gogy would look
a
of
when
the
becomes
model
differently
family
its
has
Extended
definitely
got
interpretation.
family
negative sides. However. our concern is the packet of
values it presents. not its vices. The synod Fathers must
have had all these in mind when they say. "The extended
African family is the sacred place where all the riches of
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tradition converge" (no. 27).
The model of Church-as-Family does not only bring new
chances for the African Church to explore theological
realities with categories and from perspectives familiar to

our

Africans. It also brings challenges. It challenges Africans
to rediscover the values of the family. which urbanisation
has terribly eroded. I strongly believe, that the synod
Fathers do not have the current family structures in Africa
today in mind, when they adopted the family as a model.
This cannot be a good model. because in almost the same
speed as in the West. African families are becoming
atomised, and disfigured today through series of divorce
and the like. The Fathers definitely had the image of the
traditional African family structure at the back of their
mind when they made this proclamation. If that is true. the
Church is then challenged. as Cardinal Thiandoum hints. "to
recover and promote the precious values of the traditional
African family. This could be a great contribution 'to
finding an effective response to the crisis of the family in
many modern societies" (no. 17). This attempt has its
precedence in the practice of the Church in 1850, when the
adoration of the "Holy Family" was intensified in Europe
and Canada so as to
the then prevalent loss of
interest in family life.Above all. by adopting the model of Church-as-Family,
the African Church challenges itself to an examination of
conscience. It is pushed to review its model of leadership
and self-identity. For if the Church should be the fam�ly
of God. the picture of
and the episcopate in
Africa must look different.
The African Church leaders
are therefore called upon to adopt the leadership style of
the traditional family fathers. who. in anticipation of their
eventful admission into' the cult of ancestors, commit
themselves to a life of truth and uprightness. This model
calls in question equally the gap in the standard of living
between some clergy and that of the' poor faithful. The
tolerance, especially in religious affairs, which is typical of
most African families can be worthy of emulation. It is well
known fact that in most families, Muslims, Traditionalists.
Aladuras, Catholics and Protestants co-exist peacefully. Is

1founter

the18clergy
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issue for ecumenism?
it
must
be
said
that
despite the
turbulence in the pre-synodal period, the events in the
synod sessions have yielded some positive fruits which
brought signs of hope to the post-synodal Afr'ican Church.
The most important fruit of our synod or journey together
is the new ecclesiology of the Church-as-Family. In the
that not
In

an

conclusion,

light of the significance and roles of the African notion of
the family, this concept brings chances and challenges to
the African Church. It is an image that can give Africans
new awareness and sense of belonging in the universal
Church. The steps leading to the realisation of the Church
as the family of God might of course be very
heavy and
weary, but they are no doubt the right steps back to the
a

roots.
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