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What can we hope for from the Synod on the Family – a reflection? 

I want to start with a couple of seeming detours, to suggest a possible context or 

environment that I think the Synod will probably function within, before addressing 

the question directly.  My stance on the Synod and what we can hope for is 

somewhat driven by my experiences, personal and professional, particularly over the 

past fifteen years.  This might be viewed by some as an attack on the bishops, 

though that is not my intention since such belligerence rarely offers positive 

outcomes and opportunities for understanding.  But, I guess, I am tired of being 

asked to believe and accept things that I know not to be true in relation to couples, 

families and relationships.  So, my short answer to the question of what we can hope 

for would be  little or nothing.   

However, there is more to this question than that so I am grateful for the opportunity 

to share with you today my ideas, and hopefully take part in a discussion on this 

topic and perhaps dare to hope that change might occur.  It is possible since there is 

much out there to inform the members of the Synod in their deliberations, particularly 

people like us. 

Firstly, though, I want to digress and focus briefly on celibacy  looking in a little more 

detail at what I feel is the extraordinary attitude of many clerics to intimate adult 

partnerships, and consider whether it is celibacy itself that has  created this problem.  

Perhaps like me, you have been wondering how it has come about that the 

statements on intimate adult relationships, and sexual expression in particular, have 

become seemingly more strident, offensive even, and almost punitive over recent 

years, made in the first instance and in the main by a celibate minority in the Catholic 

Church, its hierarchy and clergy.   In terms of outcome, the last synod did little to 

alter this perspective, despite the best efforts of the Pope and some bishops.  And 

you might consider the irony that there is, in nature, nothing perhaps more unnatural 

than celibacy, within the context of comments about unnatural or disordered 

relationships! 

It is useful firstly to explore the whole concept and growth of celibacy within the 

Christian/Catholic church and to dispel a number of myths that hold that this was a 

feature of apostolic life, and also a necessity as laid down by Jesus for the 

priesthood.   The latter, of course, was not a feature of any of the teachings of Jesus, 
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and clergy as a structural (and political) construct came much further down the road.  

Early Christian communities were much more concerned about how their leaders 

gave service to the community, than any concerns about their sexual relations.   

Indeed, the authority that early Christian leaders had was in direct relation to the 

level of service they gave to their communities, so perhaps there is a message here 

for the Synod fathers when they consider how to move the Church forward. 

I put all this as a context for the somewhat strange, at least to me, comments by 

current day thought that all adult relationships, except those in marriage have to be 

chaste.  The present discussions about same-sex marriage and even cohabitation 

provide us with further opportunity to wonder at clerical excess in relation to sexual 

expression.  One of the key ways that love finds its expression and sustenance is in 

sexual relations between those who are committed to each other, so that the notion 

of a long-term and intimate relationship that is chaste is somewhat counter-intuitive.  

However, such comments from within a totalitarian and perhaps frightened ruling 

group are not uncommon in many historical settings. And, of course, much of 

Catholic thinking or teaching, a word cast about regularly to end all arguments,  is 

based around Augustinian attitudes towards sexuality, primarily that it is sinful and 

base. 

The only relationship that allows for sexual intercourse is marriage, or so we are led 

to believe, but even that does not survive an added regulation.  All sexual 

intercourse must be open to procreation, leaving aside the usual arguments that 

point out how this may not be possible for some, thus adding a burden and reducing 

freedom and spontaneity. The late Jack Dominion spent years attempting to deal 

with this perspective, without success, and had himself labelled as “that old heretic” 

by one priest I encountered. 

It’s curious therefore to see how sexual expression has been hit so hard by the 

clergy and how the rules, regulations and even sinfulness surround this wonderful 

expression of love and humanity.  The only reason I can find for this ruthless policing 

of sexual expression is one of unconscious punishment by those who have been 

forced to take on celibacy following ordirnation.  It is important to stress that this is 

unconscious, and perhaps merits a psychoanalytical exploration of clericalism and 

enforced celibacy, though I would own that this would be a very difficult task. There 
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may be some who work from this view consciously but the point I would stress here 

is that I believe it is deeply collective unconscious process that has developed over 

hundreds of years.  

One of the main aims of psychoanalysis is the balancing of the ego states, Id, Ego 

and Superego, within the premise that conflict is always present to some degree, 

and behaviour is determined largely by unconscious forces.  These unresolved 

conflicts cause disturbance and anxiety, and often anger and violence.  What we see 

in Church discussions at the moment are huge conflicts between the Id (sexual 

expression and activity) and the Superego (rules and punishment).  I believe that 

these issues can only be resolved by insight and understanding, and resolution will 

come about when both clergy and laity understand that they both have a 

responsibility here to find a solution together, and that some are more expert than 

others. So, I was disappointed that the recent synod was a forum for clergy only.  As 

we know, each session was addressed by a married couple at its outset, but those 

with a thorough going experience were left out of the debate, and so the outcome 

was actually no surprise, and my fear is that despite some voices of hope and 

compassion, this outcome is most likely to be repeated later this year. 

Finally, the pre-occupation with sin in relation to sexual matters bears some thinking 

about.  A theologian once told me that the original Aramaic understanding of the 

word sin is an analogy taken from archery, meaning to miss the point.  Is it possible, 

therefore, that our clergy are sinning greatly in this whole matter?! 

I want now to move to consider another view on the wider context of our lives that I 

feel exists in this country, and maybe in others, and that is also a context for the 

coming Synod.  Not so long ago, there were institutions in this country that provided 

or offered possible moral and ethical anchors that allowed us to connect when 

perhaps our own views were difficult to determine or decide upon.  These were the 

State, the Church, and even the Banks. Unfortunately, all of these have now 

diminished in their inherent authority because of scandals and scandalous behaviour 

so that the authority they offered or represented no longer carries much weight with 

the majority of the population. So, for any of these institutions, and here I mean 

Church leaders, to make pronouncements that have ethical or moral imperatives 

about how to live our lives is more and more seen as hypocritical and actually, for 
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hundreds of thousands of Catholics, irrelevant. I would acknowledge however that I 

am slightly exaggerating but only to make the point in terms of our context here 

today, but if we were to hope for a more open outcome from the Synod, this might go 

a long way to reversing this perspective, allowing compassionate authority to be 

rebuilt. And it is important that valid and informed authority is rebuilt as this is vital for 

any organisation. 

Also people ask how the Church might reach out to couples in all their forms.   There 

is a looseness in language here I feel, which I often use as do others.  When we talk 

about the Church in this way, I think we really mean the hierarchy.  Most of the 

Church, that is laity and many, many priests and bishops, already subscribe to an 

openness and acceptance around relationships and this is why I feel there is so 

much conflict on this subject between Church hierarchy and the wider Church 

community. And you only have to read current Catholic press stories to see how the 

battle lines are already being drawn up before the Synod has even started between 

various groups of cardinals.  But, maybe we can hope that those with compassionate 

and generous voices may prevail in creating a more open and accepting wider 

Church, if discussion is backed up by informed attitudes and knowledge. 

I now want to focus briefly on heterosexual unions. These days there are myriad 

arrangements for adult intimate partnerships in England and these are increasing as 

the years go by.  Marriage is still statistically the most sought after relationship here 

and in the world, but the well-recorded rise in cohabitation, and now the legality and 

structure for same-gender partnerships provides us with a rich possibilities, if you will 

allow that view, for couples and family life.  Statistically, marriage is still reported as 

the most rewarding, socially, emotionally, educationally, physically and 

psychologically but not the institution of marriage per se, but a marriage where there 

is love, commitment and equality. Research on the well-being of children, for 

example, indicates that children do best where the adult relationship is loving, stable 

and committed.  You will note that I stress “adult relationship” not marriage, though 

for the majority of the population perhaps, it is within marriages that they live  and 

where most of us have come from.  It is important to remember that it is the adults 

who make the weather in families.  And lest we become too romantic about marriage 

itself, it is worth remembering that the marriage we talk of today has a relatively short 

history since it is only within the last hundred years or so that people have married 
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for love. What we today call cohabitation was more the norm not so long ago for the 

majority of the population.  Couples would make their commitment more public most 

often when children arrived and this would be solemnised in a church, though more 

often in a pub!  And to head off at the pass, as they say, those who would 

immediately make reference to the respective levels of breakdown between marriage 

and cohabitation, I am not here making a case for one relationship or the other, but 

merely setting out how couples are living out their lives in our Church and in our 

society. This is the reality. All couples face the challenge of living in and developing 

an emotional, spiritual and sexual relationship in order to build love and commitment.  

This is not easy and especially so within an environment that only partially accepts 

them or appears to judge them adversely, as is the case in so-called irregular 

relationships, cohabitation and same-sex relationships. 

Previously, when I worked for the Church of England’s Children Society in the early 

‘90s, the then Director suggested that the organisation should stop fishing people out 

of the river with a big net, so to speak, and go around the bend to find out why they 

were falling in in the first place.  Within that perspective, when I worked at Marriage 

Care, there was a growing and increasing focus, and resourcing of relationship 

education, to help those entering adult relationships, principally but not exclusively 

marriage, to prepare for their lives together.  However, all of us to some extent, that 

is Marriage Care, the Church and State, paid lip service to the notion that marriage 

or relationship preparation was important and vital.  The difficulty is proving efficacy 

and impact, and that discussion continues. The respected American marriage and 

relationship researcher and practitioner, Howard Markman, once said that it would 

take 12 days of preparation to have an impact that would last five years, and after 

that who knows!  However, I do know from experience of many different things I 

have done in my life, some preparation always has had a positive impact on 

outcome. So, what I would hope for from the Synod would be more emphasis on 

relationship preparation for all couples in the Church, so that they have an 

opportunity to access relationship preparation services to aid their lives together, and 

that the bishops understand this. 

Sadly, Jack Dominion is no longer with us, but he believed that preparation was vital 

and necessary so that couples could find a way to remain together and grow as 

individuals and couples, and then families. If you have read Jack’s books, you may 
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feel that you are reading the same book to some extent, slightly amended and 

updated.  Jack would have agreed with you as he felt it necessary to continue to 

“hammer on the door” to get the message across, that preparation was necessary 

and that couples, whomever they were, were in the business of making love, in all 

the senses of that phrase. And I remember even in discussions with government 

officials on the technical issues around relationships, it was important to remember 

that what we were really talking about was helping couples form and sustain love.   

I have long noted the discrepancy in relation to preparation for those in marriages 

and those preparing for the priesthood or religious life.  The latter spend many years 

in preparation, renewing temporary vows and engaging in personal discernment 

before making that final decision to remain in their vocation.  In reality and contrary 

to this, and here again I exaggerate slightly to make the point, we expect couples 

who are marrying to have a one or two day course in relationship preparation, if they 

are lucky, walk down the aisle, say “I do” and remain together for the rest of their 

lives.  If they leave this vocation, they are prevented from remaining in full 

communion with their Church, whereas and somewhat ironically it is possible for 

priests and religious to have their final vows dissolved and yet remain a full partner 

with the Church.  Whilst I have no problem with these opportunities for priests and 

religious, it nevertheless does seem to be an unequal state of affairs.  Addressing 

this discrepancy would be a great move forward and outcome from the Synod, and I 

hope that this is one of the key changes that comes from the discussions. 

One of the things bishops might take to the Synod would be a knowledge of how 

intimate adult relationships are built and sustained. Such a model was developed by 

the relationship research organisation, One Plus One.  And whilst it is a linear 

construct, to make the point, the schema allows for the essentially circular, 

idiosyncratic and uncharted nature of what actually happens in long-term 

partnerships, and the many times that links are re-developed. 

The first phase is that of Romance, where affection, sexual activity and attraction are 

essential components of two people coming together.  However, it should be noted 

that one or both are also operating under a Class A drug, Romance itself, which 

often pays little attention to reality, or how things might be in the longer term  so that 

making reasoned and reasonable decisions about a future together can be very 
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difficult.  It is only later in the relationship where Romance pales a little and Reality 

kicks in that decisions that have been made come under scrutiny and can often lead, 

at this point, if there has been no preparation or understanding of how relationships 

are built and sustained, to a breakdown.   

The second phase of Reality is the point where people start to question themselves 

and the other about whether this is really for me, or us. The next phase is related to 

Power Struggles, leading to the phase of Finding Oneself.  It is at this point that 

many find someone else!   

Should these phases be negotiated successfully, they lead to Reconciliation and 

then Mutual Respect and Love, and the possibility of maintaining a long term 

partnership.  What is, of course, left out are the many other influences on the couple 

– family of origin, social issues, the stresses of life today, etc,.  And the process is 

dynamic and ever-changing since there are three elements involved: the couple and 

the relationship, and each is unique and so it is rather difficult to make comments 

about the nature and substance of any relationship, and what makes it tick.  So, in 

relation to marriage for example, to expect people to come together and stay that 

way because of an ill-informed understanding of what can happen in relationships  

seems, to my mind, untenable if not illogical.  People do not come together with the 

intention of breaking up, but it happens, though in my experience, those who do this 

lightly, with no thought or with ease are very few and far between.  So, we need to 

stop our punitive attitude towards couples, whomever they may be, given the 

sometimes dangerous waters they have to negotiate to remain together.   It is not 

those who break up that surprise me – it is those who manage to stay together! 

Using phraseology and experience drawn from the NHS and many university social 

work training courses, the Synod needs to welcome as full partners those who are 

experts by experience in the discussions.  My wife still works at Brunel University 

where the social work course invites service users and carers to interview potential 

course members, teach and make presentations during the course, and plan the 

structure of courses based on their experiences.  They don’t have all the answers 

but they do have some that the lecturers do not have and cannot conceive of.  

Therefore, I would urge the Synod to make use of couples, married, cohabiting and 

same-gender in the discussions on the future of our Church.   I know that each 
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session of the last Synod was addressed by a married couple, but this time, instead 

of inviting them only to the hors d’oeuvres, make them full participants in the main 

meal. This will allow for the possibility of understanding and then resolution of the 

issues involved, so both clergy and laity appreciate that they both have a 

responsibility here to find a solution, and that some are more expert than others on 

some points, especially when it comes to the lived experience. But, as long as the 

script for how relationships are meant to be, and how they are apparently insoluble, 

is written by clerics, we will continue to have a mythology around how relationships 

are built and sustained, and there will be a continuance of misery and upset for 

many. 

Most importantly the Synod needs to appreciate the role and function of sex and 

sexual expression within committed, loving relationships. I do not think that using 

pejorative statements about irregular and/or disordered relationships will facilitate 

dialogue and understanding.  Using the experts by experience, the Bishops would 

soon come to understand that whilst sex and its expression is vital and important at 

the outset of relationships, over time this changes and the more important aspects of 

companionship, friendship, commitment and love deepen and grow.     

It is vital that we help all couples, regardless of the definition of their relationship, to 

develop their spiritual vocation by providing more support and structure for 

relationship preparation, and allow for an easier route back into a long-term 

partnership that allows for full communion with the Church for those who have 

divorced.  Couples do not come together in committed partnerships with the idea of 

getting divorced!  I know that marriage preparation is enshrined within Canon Law 

but, as I have already said, we appear not to take this seriously based on how we 

resource it and give it importance.  The reality is that people do not just want to have 

an easy time – there is very little that is easy in maintaining and growing a long term 

relationship – but they do want to be full partners of the Church they love and are 

committed to.  I would urge the Synod to use the concept of Risorgimento, from 

Pope John XXIII, as he intended the Church not just to construct a way of living for 

itself, but also for the rest of the world, whilst also taking in and on board how the 

rest of the world was living.  His was a Church very much in and part of the world, 

not separate from it.  Preparation needs to be extended to all couples - those 
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marrying, cohabiting or in same-gender partnerships so that there is the chance of a 

higher degree of stability for them, and for the communities they inhabit. 

The Bishops also need to keep in mind that  change can be a frightening business, 

and there is a lot of energy expended by all of us in denying its existence in aspects 

of our lives from time to time.   All of us are prey to received world views that 

permeate our thinking and direct our way of being.  So, it would be courageous to be 

open to  transformational change, and know that it exists around the world.  For 

example, which of us looking back 25 years would ever have conceived of a South 

Africa with a black president and a changed society with apartheid beaten.  Here I 

don’t paint a rosy picture of current South Africa – many problems remain, as they 

exist in all other countries in the world, but the unimagineable happened 

nevertheless.  And, it is not many hundreds years ago that the Church was putting 

people to death because they said the Earth moved around the Sun.  The Church 

was wrong; it had to change, and it is still here today.  There’s a lesson here 

perhaps. 

Finally, as John Henry Newman said, listen for the echo.  Newman maintained that it 

was perfectly feasible and correct for the Magisterium to pronounce on issues.  

Indeed, any legitimate authority within an organisation has a moral right and 

imperative to make laws, rules, and guidelines, and actually falls down on its 

obligations if it fails to do this.  But, having made them, it then needs to listen for the 

echo.  And it needs to think through the repercussions on those who cannot live, by 

their consciences, within the parameters set.  Therefore, members of the Synod, in 

their discussions, need to ask themselves whether the  echo will be a resounding 

cheer. Or, whether it will it be the pitter-patter of thousands of bigger feet continuing 

to run off in the opposite direction? 

Terry Prendergast 

 

 


