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SEPTEMBER 16, 2019
Vatican: German Synod Plans ‘Not Ecclesiologically Valid’ 

http://www.ncregister.com/daily-news/vatican-german-synod-plans-not-ecclesiologically-valid 
By Ed Condon, Vatican City, September 12, 2019
In a letter sent to German bishops last week, the Vatican has said that plans for a binding Church synod in Germany are “not ecclesiologically valid.” 
Plans for a “binding synodal process” were first announced by Cardinal Reinhard Marx, head of the German episcopal conference, earlier this year. 

CNA reported last week that draft statues for the planned “Synodal Assembly” were approved in August by the executive committee of the German bishops’ conference, ahead of a final hearing at a full meeting of German bishops, set to be held Sept. 23-26. CNA also reported that small working groups connected to the synod have already begun discussing a series of controversial Church topics.

In a Sept. 4 letter addressed to Cardinal Marx, Cardinal Marc Ouellet, head of the Vatican’s Congregation for Bishops, said that plans for a Synodal Assembly must conform to guidelines issued by Pope Francis in June, especially that a synod in Germany could not act to change universal Church teaching or discipline. 

Cardinal Ouellet also sent Cardinal Marx a four-page legal assessment of the German bishops’ draft statues. 

Both the letter from Cardinal Ouellet and the attached legal assessment were obtained by CNA. 

The assessment, signed by the head of the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts, says that the German bishops’ plans violate canonical norms and do, in fact, set out to alter universal norms and doctrines of the Church.

In his legal review of the draft statutes, Archbishop Filippo Iannone, head of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts, noted that the Germans propose to treat four key themes: “authority, participation and separation of powers,” “sexual morality,” “the form of priestly life” and “women in Church ministries and offices.”  

“It is easy to see that these themes do not only affect the Church in Germany but the universal Church and — with few exceptions — cannot be the object of the deliberations or decisions of a particular Church without contravening what is expressed by the Holy Father in his letter,” Archbishop Iannone wrote.

In his letter to the Church in Germany issued in June, Pope Francis warned the German bishops to respect the universal communion of the Church.
“Every time the ecclesial community has tried to resolve its problems alone, trusting and focusing exclusively on its forces or its methods, its intelligence, its will or prestige, it ended up increasing and perpetuating the evils it tried to solve,” Francis wrote.
The Vatican’s legal assessment raised a series of concerns about the proposed structure and the participants in the German “synodal path.” It concluded that the German bishops are not planning a national synod, but instead a particular Church council — something they cannot conduct without explicit Roman approval.

“It is clear from the articles of the draft of the statutes that the [German] Episcopal Conference has in mind to make a particular council pursuant to Canons 439-446 but without using this term,” the letter said, emphasizing the need for Vatican permission for such a gathering.

“If the German Episcopal Conference has arrived at the conviction that a particular council is necessary, they should follow the procedures provided by the Code [of Canon Law] in order to arrive at a binding deliberation.”

A council, unlike a synod, is a meeting of bishops given the authority to make laws for the Church in a particular country or region, but only under the direct authority of Rome, which defines the scope of its authority. A synod, which the German bishops have called their planned gathering, is instead supposed to be a pastoral and consultative group, without the authority to set policy. Holding a council at the national level is far less common than is holding a synod and requires that the Apostolic See approve its agenda, scope of action and its final resolutions.

The German bishops’ plan for the synod confers to the synod’s membership the ability to make new policies for the Church in Germany. This, the Vatican letter said, is not acceptable.
The Vatican letter also said that the proposed makeup of the Synodal Assembly is “not ecclesiologically valid.” It cited the bishops’ proposed partnership with the Central Committee of German Catholics, a lay group that has taken public stances against a range of Church teachings, including on women’s ordination and sexual morality.

The Vatican assessment noted with concern that the Central Committee of German Catholics only agreed to be involved in the process if the synod assembly could make binding policies for the German Church. 

“How can a particular Church deliberate in a binding way if the topics dealt with affect the whole Church?” Archbishop Iannone asked.

“The episcopal conference cannot give legal effect to resolutions [on these matters]; this is beyond its competence,” his letter said.

“Synodality in the Church, to which Pope Francis refers often, is not synonymous with democracy or majority decisions,” Archbishop Iannone wrote, noting that even when a synod of bishops meets in Rome “it is up to the pontiff to present the results.”

“The synodal process must take place within a hierarchically structured community,” the letter added, and any resolutions would require the express approval of the Apostolic See.

The legal assessment concluded finally that the German proposals “leave open many questions that deserve attention.”

Senior officials at both the Congregation for Bishops and the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts confirmed to CNA that both documents were sent to Cardinal Marx last week, with the instruction that their contents should form the basis for further discussions of the synodal process when the German bishops next meet as a full conference.

It is not clear whether the letter and attachment have yet been circulated among the German bishops.

Those instructions would seem to effectively call for the German bishops to scrap their plans entirely.

A senior official at the Congregation for Bishops told CNA Sept. 12 that the questions raised by the assessment are “obviously urgent.”

“There is, of course, a sense that the Germans simply do not wish to listen. The Pope himself has written, and there seems to have been no notice of it,” the official said.

A high-ranking official at the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, which was not involved in the review of the German proposals, told CNA that there is a widespread impression among Vatican officials that the German bishops, led by Cardinal Marx, are largely indifferent to Vatican interventions.

“Everyone knows what the Germans want to achieve; they have been perfectly noisy about it. There’s a growing sense that Marx can’t wait for a conclave to act like the pope. He has decided he knows what is best for the Church, and he will see it done.”

“What more is there to do but wait and see? The Pope himself has already written to the Germans, and they ignore him. If they can ignore the Holy Father, they will ignore anyone else in the Curia, for sure.”

At an August meeting of the executive conference of the bishops’ conference, the German bishops rejected one synod proposal that was shaped directly by recent instructions to the German Church from Pope Francis. 

At that meeting, the 27 heads of Germany’s dioceses defeated an alternative proposal for a synodal process centered on the “priority of evangelization” called for by Francis, choosing instead to press ahead with the “Synodal Assembly” plan backed by Cardinal Marx.

While mirroring many of the structures of the Cardinal Marx plan, the alternative document proposed “a comprehensive and thoroughgoing spiritual renewal consistent with the universal Church and its faith in the sense of the ‘Priority of Evangelization’ called for by Pope Francis.” 

Instead of seeking to deal with topics beyond the bishops’ canonical authority — like universal Church teaching on sexual morality, clerical discipline and women’s ordination — it would have instead focused on themes like the role of laity in evangelization, youth ministry and catechesis, marriage and family support, vocations, and catechetical instruction for the evangelization. 

“There is no question that they know what the Pope wants of them,” a senior official at the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts told CNA. “The question is if the German bishops remain interested in what the Holy Father says.”
German Bishops Respond to Vatican Critique, but Documents Show Ongoing Disagreement
http://www.ncregister.com/daily-news/german-bishops-respond-to-vatican-critique-but-documents-show-ongoing-disag 
By Ed Condon, Vatican City, September 13, 2019
The German bishops’ conference has responded to the Vatican’s intervention in preparations for a binding synodal process to be held in that country beginning in Advent. The conference said Friday that detailed criticisms from the Vatican’s legal department concerned older draft documents and did not take into account changes made to the German plans. But a review of conference documents indicates that issues flagged by the Vatican remained unaddressed by the German bishops’ draft statutes, provisionally approved Aug. 19 and still unchanged Aug. 30, five days before the Vatican’s intervention.
On Sept. 4, Cardinal Marc Ouellet, prefect of the Congregation for Bishops, wrote to Cardinal Marx as head of the German bishops’ conference, expressing concerns at the German plans to form a “Synodal Assembly” as part of the “binding process” announced by Cardinal Marx earlier this year.

CNA reported that the letter, and an accompanying four-page legal assessment of the German plans by the Pontifical Commission for Legislative Texts (PCLT), expressed reservations about the German plans, especially the intention to consider and pass binding resolutions on matters of universal Church teaching and discipline.

On Sept. 13, the German bishops’ conference published both Cardinal Ouellet’s letter and the accompanying legal assessment, but rejected the concerns expressed in them, saying the Vatican’s critique was not based on the current version of German plans.

“The opinion of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts addresses the draft version of the statutes as of June 2019 and does not take into account the version updated July and after the Permanent Council meeting in August, which already no longer contains some passages to which the opinion refers,” said a statement from the conference released Friday.

Cardinal Marx will travel to Rome next week to meet with Cardinal Ouellette to “dispel any misunderstandings” about the German plans, the German bishops’ conference said Sept. 13.

Several key “misunderstandings” that could be addressed in that meeting appear to be reflected in the version of the synodal plan approved by the German bishops’ executive committee on Aug. 19.

That document, obtained by CNA, shows that nearly all provisions flagged as problematic by the PCLT assessment remain part of the German bishops’ plans. 
The Vatican’s legal critique, dated Aug. 1, explained that both proposed content areas and the method proposed for addressing them exceed the German bishops’ authority.

The analysis draws attention to the intention that the Synodal Assembly pass resolutions on four areas concerning universal Church teaching and governance: “authority, participation and separation of powers,” “sexual morality,” “the form of priestly life” and “women in Church ministries and offices.” 
All four subject areas remain intact in the August version, passed by the executive committee.

The Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts’ assessment also responded to the proposal that the synod would have deliberative power, saying that the German plan seemed to convene a particular council “but without using this term.”
“How can a particular Church deliberate in a binding way if the topics dealt with affect the whole Church?” asked Archbishop Filippo Iannone, head of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts.

“The episcopal conference cannot give legal effect to resolutions; this is beyond its competence,” his analysis said.

Despite the German bishops’ insistence that the Vatican had critiqued an earlier version of the proposed statutes, the version passed by the executive committee in August provides, in Article 3, “The Synodal Assembly is the superior body and has deliberative power. Members of the Synodal Assembly have an equal right to vote in decision-making matters.”

Also retained in the August draft were provisions for the coequal representation in the assembly for the German bishops’ conference and the Central Committee of German Catholics (ZdK).

Archbishop Iannone’s analysis said this particular arrangement would not be acceptable.

“There is an impression that the Episcopal Conference and ZdK are equal to each other: They send an equal number of participants, belong with equal rights to the presidency [of the assembly], have a deliberative vote, and so on.”

“This parity between bishops and laity is not ecclesiologically valid,” Archbishop Iannone concluded.

Another key point of concern in the Vatican’s assessment is the lack of Vatican involvement in ratifying resolutions presented.

“Article 12 determines, with respect to the publication of decisions, that those which concern issues that are reserved to the universal Church are to be transmitted to the Apostolic See. As has already been said, the aforementioned topics exceed the competence of a particular Church,” Archbishop Iannone wrote, before drawing particular attention to the intent to “transmit” the decisions to Rome.

“One asks: What does it mean, ‘transmit’? Is it only a matter of making the deliberations known, or is it a request for the recognitio [formal approval] as foreseen for the decrees of a particular council? The draft of the statutes leaves many open questions.”

In the revised draft, approved by the executive committee of the German bishops on Aug. 19, Article 11, 2, states: “Resolutions that concern issues that fall under the authority of the universal Church will additionally be transmitted to the Apostolic See.”

The Friday statement from the German bishops’ conference said that PLCT concerns are largely moot after revisions made to the synodal statutes in “July and after the Permanent Council meeting in August.” But internal documents of the German bishops’ conference, obtained by CNA, say the most recent version of the statutes was “drafted Aug. 1, 2019,” with “no changes through Aug. 30, 2019.”

It is not known whether relevant changes were made between Aug. 31 and Sept. 4, when Cardinal Ouellet sent his letter to Cardinal Marx.

Cardinal Marx Says German ‘Synod’ Will Proceed Despite Vatican Objections

http://www.ncregister.com/daily-news/cardinal-marx-says-german-synod-will-proceed-despite-vatican-objections
By Ed Condon, Munich, September 16, 2019

The head of the German bishops’ conference told Vatican officials last week that addressing controversial theological topics during the German bishops’ proposed “binding synodal path” will be a service to the universal Church.
“We hope that the results of forming an opinion [on these matters] in our country will also be helpful for the guidance of the universal Church and for other episcopal conferences on a case-by-case basis. In any case, I cannot see why questions about which the magisterium has made determinations should be withdrawn from any debate, as your writings suggest,” Cardinal Reinhard Marx wrote in a Sept. 12 letter to Cardinal Marc Ouellet, who is head of the Vatican’s Congregation for Bishops.

“Countless believers in Germany consider [these issues] to be in need of discussion,” Cardinal Marx added.

Cardinal Marx’s letter informed the Vatican that the German synodal process will continue as planned, despite recent instructions from the Vatican Curia and Pope, and will treat matters of universal teaching and discipline. 

The letter followed a week of coverage concerning plans by the German bishops to create a Synodal Assembly with “deliberative power” to address issues including the separation of power in the Church, priestly life, women’s access to ministry and office in the Church and sexual morality.

The letter was a response to the Vatican’s most recent intervention in German preparations for a synodal process, in which Cardinal Ouellet sent Cardinal Marx a four-page legal assessment of the German plans, which concluded that the Synodal Assembly is contrary to instructions from Pope Francis and “not ecclesiologically valid.”

The legal analysis especially criticized German plans to discuss matters of discipline and doctrine that have already been decided by the Church’s universal teaching or universal law.

“It is easy to see that these themes do not only affect the Church in Germany but the universal Church and — with few exceptions — cannot be the object of the deliberations or decisions of a particular Church without contravening what is expressed by the Holy Father in his letter,” concluded the legal review, signed by Archbishop Filippo Iannone, head of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts.

CNA reported Sept. 5 that the executive committee of the German bishops’ conference in August had approved draft statutes for the creation of a Synodal Assembly, in partnership with the Central Committee of German Catholics, a lay group that has called for the ordination of women, an end to clerical celibacy, and the blessing of same-sex unions in churches.
At the same meeting, the German bishops’ executive committee rejected an alternative synodal plan that was drafted to reflect the instructions of Pope Francis, issued to the bishops in a June letter to all the faithful of Germany. Those instructions warned the bishops against falling into a “new Pelagianism” and insisted that synodality could not be used as an excuse for reducing Church governance and teaching to a democratic process.

In his Sept. 12 letter to Cardinal Ouellet, Cardinal Marx registered his apparent disapproval at the Vatican’s decision to present its legal advice without consulting him first.

“Perhaps a conversation before sending these documents would have been helpful,” Cardinal Marx wrote.

In an apparent rejection of the Vatican’s legal assessment, Cardinal Marx added that the Church in Germany will “conduct a consultation of our own kind that is not covered by canon law.”

The legal opinion of the Pontifical Commission for Legislative Texts, sent to the Germans by Cardinal Ouellet, concluded that the bishops seem intent on convening a particular council “without using the word” as a means of passing binding resolutions without Roman approval.

 A council differs from a synod in that, with Vatican approval, it is able to make new policies for the Church for a particular reason.

But Cardinal Marx said Germany’s plans are not for a council, or even a synod in the traditional sense, but something unique and not anticipated by canon law.

“The Synodal Way is a sui generis process,” Cardinal Marx wrote. “The draft statutes should therefore by no means be read and interpreted through the lens of canonical instruments such as a plenary council. It is not a Particular Council!”

The cardinal’s letter also insisted that the Vatican legal assessment is based on a draft of the German plans that “has long been outdated” and had since been “further developed in July and August.”

The version of the statutes passed by the German bishops’ executive committee on Aug. 19 was obtained and published by CNA. 

While Cardinal Marx noted that the statutes include a recognition of the authority of both the diocesan bishop and the episcopal conference, Article 2 of the current statues say that the Synodal Assembly “has deliberative power.”

Despite Cardinal Marx’s insistence to Cardinal Ouellet that the statutes underwent further changes in August, CNA has obtained internal documents from the German bishops’ conference that show that the statutes most recently voted on by the executive committee were drafted Aug. 1 and remained unchanged through the end of that month.

CNA has confirmed with officials at both the Congregation for Bishops and the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts that the Vatican was already in possession of the most recent draft of the German synodal statutes by the time Cardinal Ouellet’s letter was sent to Cardinal Marx on Sept. 4.
The current version was also considered by Cardinal Marx to be sufficiently finalized that he instructed conference officials to prepare authorized translations of the statues in various languages following the Aug. 19 meeting. Senior conference officials told CNA that it is the intention of the German bishops to create an example that can be “exported” to other parts of the world. 

The results will be “helpful for the guidance of the universal Church and for other episcopal conferences,” Cardinal Marx wrote.

The text of Cardinal Marx’s letter was released to German media over the weekend, appearing in Frankfurter Allgemeine on Saturday.
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