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we already do. If we are not challenged, and 
do not emerge changed, it will have failed.  

Synodality involves skills, practices and 
habits. At its heart lies discernment, the prac-
tice of listening to discover the purposes of 
God, which needs grounding in spirituality 
and prayer. Formed in the Ignatian tradition 
of discernment, Francis has brought this prac-
tice to the whole life and mission of the 
Church. He acknowledges, too, that it needs 
structures. He instances those with which we 
are already familiar, pastoral and clergy coun-
cils, and the less used “noble institution” of 
the diocesan synod. But here lie some of the 
puzzles and the interest that the Liverpool 
Congress still holds.  

We have moved forward as a Church in 
many of the ways the Congress vision hoped 
for, but we have not found satisfactory struc-
tures at diocesan or national level that truly 
enable what we now begin to understand as 
synodality. Dioceses have experimented with 
diocesan councils but it is hard to think of an 
example that has been sustained or transfor-
mative. Rare examples of diocesan synods 
perhaps hold more hope, as in the current 
process in Liverpool, still ongoing in spite of 
the coronavirus lockdown. 

 
PART OF THE difficulty is concerned with 
how a synodal process prompts or enables 
practical planning and decisions. If we set 
our sights on a desired outcome or timescale, 
we risk foreclosing the synodal journey. Yet 
if synodality is, as Francis says, about us mov-
ing forward together, there must be decisions 
and strategies as well as deep listening and 
discernment. Working out how to knit these 
together is challenging. If the balance is not 
right, little happens and people lose confi-
dence. The last decade of diocesan processes 
aimed at re-shaping our communal life to 
manage with fewer priests and smaller con-
gregations have tried in various ways to 
navigate this tension.   

Forty years ago, the National Pastoral 
Congress communicated to all of us who were 
there the Church that we could become. If 
today we are to become a more synodal 
church, we need imaginative and slow pro-
cesses that explore synodality practices at 
diocesan and national level. We need to cul-
tivate a synodal instinct and the skills of 
discernment and mutual attentiveness. 

There is a case to be made for some national 
“point of convergence”, such as the Congress 
was in 1980, but this does not necessarily 
mean repeating that model. Rather, we should 
ask what needs to happen at national level 
that would show us what synodality looks like 
today. The new situation in which we will find 
ourselves as the current crisis radically re-
shapes our world invites such a synodal 
discernment in the years ahead. How do we 
invert the pyramid here in our own local 
Church in the post-corona decades to come? 
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“WHAT IS THE province of the laity?” Mgr George 
Talbot famously asked in 1867. “To hunt, to shoot, 
to entertain … but to meddle with ecclesiastical 
affairs they have no right at all.” Talbot, a one-time 
advisor to Pope Pius IX, may have been brusque, 
but he was making an accurate observation. In 
the modern history of the Church, the laity have 
had very few rights: “The simple faithful”, as 
Cardinal Heenan of Westminster called them, had 
duties and obligations towards the institutional 
Church, but no representation within it.  

Like many things in Catholicism, this began to 
change after the Second Vatican Council. 
Reminding us that the laity share in Christ’s 
ministry as priest, prophet and king, and urging 
the active participation of lay Catholics in the 
apostolic life of the Church, Vatican II acted as a 
catalyst in the establishment of lay assemblies 
and representative bodies across the world.  

In England and Wales, the National Pastoral 
Congress was held in May 1980 over five days of 
sunshine in Liverpool, then, as now, the most 
heavily Catholic city in England. In a video 
message to the Congress – itself a startling 
novelty, at a time and in a city where few people 
had video players – Pope John Paul II described it 
as “an initiative which bears witness to the variety 
of gifts in the Body of Christ, and to the vital 
mission of all baptised persons in the Church”.  

Of the thousands of delegates to the Congress, 
some were from reform-minded organisations, 
like the Catholic Renewal Movement. Others 
were from more conservative groups: the Latin 
Mass Society sent several delegates. Most 
attendees were drawn from ordinary parishes, 
and came from across the geographic and social 
breadth of the country – which gave Martin 
Pendergast, a delegate to the Congress from 
London, “the sense of being a truly national 
Church for the first time”. 

 
Speaking to Congress participants 40 years later, 
some told me they remember the “glorious 
sunshine”, or the hospitality of their Liverpudlian 
hosts, or the extraordinary opening and closing 
liturgies. A few remember the disco for younger 
delegates held on a boat in the Mersey. 
Practically all recall the excitement and energy of 
the weekend, the spirit of joy and camaraderie 
among delegates – and the hope for the future of 
the Church that they felt there. 

Decision-making at the Congress was – as The 
Tablet noted at the time – based on “community 
and co-responsibility”, rather than parliamentary 
process. The seven themes of the conference, 
and the four or five subgroups within each 
theme, were intended to promote collaboration 
and a “dynamic of listening” rather than conflict. 
Although delegates were free to vote down or 

abstain on motions, they were urged to listen to 
those who disagreed with them, respect 
differences, and try to find a way forwards 
together. At particularly difficult or significant 
moments before decisions were taken, the group 
would stop and pray for guidance. James Pitt, 
who chaired one of the subgroups, noted that 
the delegates included people who had been 
fighting with each other for the soul of the 
Church over decades – but that at the Congress, 
they were asked to, and did, work together.  

 
The discussion on nuclear disarmament 
included both prominent peace activists and 
serving naval officers  – as well as the then Bishop 
for the Armed Forces. The session on women’s 
role in the Church involved people who fiercely 
opposed women’s ordination, and equally 
impassioned supporters. And everywhere 
bishops, clergy and laity mixed in a way that was 
then unprecedented, and – for people raised in 
the pre-conciliar Church – astounding.  

Delegates may have felt united with each 
other, but they weren’t homogenous; Oliver 
McTernan, then a priest of Westminster diocese, 
remembers a sharp divide in the reactions of 
delegates to the breaking of the Iranian Embassy 
siege by the SAS, which happened on the day 
before the Congress ended. Older delegates 
were impressed by the tough leadership of the 
then-government; the use of force disturbed 
younger ones. There were occasions of more 
explicit division too: Ianthe Pratt, who attended 
as a delegate, recalls one priest responding to a 
vote in favour of Communion under both kinds 
by shouting “nonsense” in a bishop’s ear.  

Most of those I spoke to, however, remember a 
profound sense of unity at the Congress – 
shaped in part by the communal or ad hoc 
accommodation found for visiting delegates. 
Some delegates camped inside a local Catholic 
school; four lucky attendees found themselves 
living with the Anglican Bishop of Liverpool. 
Most were housed in the homes of ordinary 
Liverpool Catholics, some of whom were poor, 
and many of whom led very different lives from 
their guests. At night, the discussions overflowed 
into the homes – and the pubs – of Liverpool. 

In the session on the family, a young woman 
stood up to tell the delegates about her mother, 
who had left her abusive husband and made a 
loving family with a new partner. Openness 
about such things was uncommon at the time, 
and especially within the Church. Janet Ward, a 
delegate from Coventry, was deeply affected by 
the woman’s speech, and sees it as emblematic of 
the way the Congress, in an atmosphere of joy 
and humility, took participants from wildly 
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