
Dear Friends,

Dr. Sheila Curran RSM is an Irish Mercy Sister and Theologian. Sheila spent 10 years on mission 
in Lima, Peru, working alongside St. James priests in the parish of ´Jesus Artesano´. Since return-
ing to Ireland Sheila has focused her ministry on Justice and Peace issues. Currently she is the 
Irish Project Coordinator for an international project entitled: ´Mercy Global Presence´, which 
is a new initiative of her congregation. Sr. Sheila kindly agreed to write an article for us on the 
recent Synod on the Amazon:

The Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for the Pan-Amazon Region on the theme, “Ama-
zonia: New Paths for the Church and for Integral Ecology,” was an historic event which took place 
between 6th-27th October in Rome. This was the first time the people from the margins of the 
Amazon were being asked how the Church can accompany them today.  In attendance were 185 
synod fathers along with 16 representatives of different Amazonian indigenous communities. 34 
Women participated as auditors or experts but they had no voting rights.  Yet, it is interesting to 
note that one lay religious brother was granted voting rights at the synod while the same right 
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Diocesan priests serving the poorest of the poor in Latin America since 1958.
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was not extended to any women, even though there were 20 religious sisters at the synod with the 
same canonical status as the brother. This is the third consecutive Synod of Bishops in which a 
religious brother was counted among the members and allowed to vote but no women religious or 
member of the laity were given voting rights. 

A final document consisting of 5 chapters and 120 paragraphs was approved with the necessary 
two-thirds majority vote. Pope Francis is expected to release the official document early in 2020.

In this article, I will highlight what I view as two significant events which took place during the 
Synod, ending by outlining a number of key issues from the final document. I hope they will in-
spire and encourage all of us. The two significant events are:

•	 The	Pact	of	the	Catacombs	for	our	Common	Home	
•	 The	sad	event	that	took	place	in	the	Carmelite	church	of	Santa	Maria	in	Traspontina

Pact of the Catacombs for the Common Home:
At the close of the Second Vatican Council, in November 1965, forty-two Council Fathers cel-
ebrated Mass in the Catacombs of Domitilla in order “to be faithful to the spirit of Jesus” in the 
service of the poor.  They signed a document expressing their personal commitment as bishops 
to the ideals of the Council. Later, more than 500 Council Fathers added their names to the pact 

which became known as the Pact 
of the Catacombs. The content of 
this document is available on the 
internet.  In the course of the Synod,  
building on this previous event, the 
Synod Fathers, along with Cardinal 
Claudio Hummes, the General rela-
tor for the Synod, celebrated mass 
in the Catacombs of Domitilla, after 
which those who were present signed 
a new “Pact of the Catacombs for the 
Common Home: for a Church with 
an Amazonian face, poor, servant, 
prophetic and Samaritan”.

In this document the Synod Fathers 
committed to live a simpler lifestyle 
and shun privilege, to renew their 

preferential option for the poor, to listen to, and walk with the poor enabling them to preserve 
their cultures, identities and spiritualities. This demands they abandon “every type of colonist 
mentality and posture” and proclaim “the liberating novelty of the Gospel of Jesus Christ”. They 
want to be prophetic, denouncing injustice and standing in solidarity with those who are being 
persecuted for defending their lands, and be a welcoming presence to migrants and refugees.  
They promised to promote an “integral ecology”, caring for our common home along with a new 
pastoral approach which will recognise “the ecclesial ministries that already exist in the commu-
nities.” They also recognised their own vulnerability being aware of the challenges they set. The 
participants stated, “we commit ourselves to the prayer of the Church”.  The full document is also 

(CNS photo/courtesy Father Julio Caldeira-REPAM) 



available on the internet. The next significant event was: 

The theft of a statue of a naked pregnant Amazonian woman, displayed in the Carmelite 
church of Santa Maria in Traspontina.
A wooden statue of a pregnant Amazonian woman was part of a display at the Church in Santa 
Maria	in	Traspontina,	which	is	near	the	Vatican,	during	the	Synod.	On	October	18th	2019,	this	
statue was stolen. A video shows two men 
carrying	it	to	a	bridge	over	the	Tiber	and	later,	
throwing pieces of the statue into the river 
claiming that wooden statues of pregnant 
women are pagan symbols. This video went 
viral. In all cultures, we have images we use to 
help us pray.  The people of the Amazon have 
a right to display the images that reflect their 
understanding of God.  Pope Francis, in his 
role as “Bishop of Rome”, recognised this and 
apologised to the Amazonian bishops and the 
tribal leaders. He acknowledged that these 
symbols were placed in the church “without 
any intention of idolatry”.  This event high-
lights the difficulty and challenges that are 
within our Church community particularly 
when we are asked to listen and accept the 
voices that come from the many diverse in-
digenous cultures that form part of our universal Church. 

Some key points from the final document:
As stated earlier, Pope Francis has not published the official document from the Synod. In this 
article I do not have sufficient space to cover all aspects of this document.  What I will do is high-
light some of the key points I believe will encourage reflection and action. 

One of the key messages from the final document is summed up in the word “conversion” and 
particularly, in the phrase “integral conversion.”  This is a challenge for all of us. As the title of 
the Synod “Pathways for the Church and Integral Ecology” states, the Synod is calling on all who 
are part of the Church to seek new pathways acknowledging that “everything is connected in our 
common home”.  We are being called to “unlearn, learn and relearn in order to overcome any ten-
dency toward colonising models that have caused harm in the past”. The Church has a “historic 
opportunity to distance herself ” from ”the new colonising powers, by “listening to the Amazoni-
an peoples and transparently exercising her prophetic activity” calling on us to commit “to being 
allied with the indigenous populations; denouncing attacks on their lives, predatory commercial 
projects, ethnocide and ecocide, and the criminalisation of social movements”.

In keeping with the theme of conversion, it calls on us to acknowledge our “ecological sin”. It 
states that “ecological sin is an action or an omission against God, against one’s neighbour, the 
community and the environment”, calling on us to look for ways in which we can repay our eco-
logical debt, emphasizing the urgent need to reduce emissions of carbon dioxide and other gases 
related to climate change.
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Recognising the importance of the defence of life, the document calls for the defence of the land, 
which it states, “has no other purpose than the defence of life”.  There is the need to respect the 
rights of self-determination, ensure consultation of indigenous peoples regarding the use of their 
land and respect the decision of groups who choose to live in voluntary isolation. There are about 
130 groups who choose to do this in the Amazon today.  The document also looks at the whole 
area of inculturation in its attempt to promote a Church with an “Amazonian face”.  In order to do 
this, there is a need for space to be given to indigenous theology and expressions of popular piety 
as well as the need for centres of research and education based on the identity and culture of the 
Amazonian Region.  Therefore, rejecting “colonial-style evangelization” and “proselytism” and the 
importance of working ecumenically with other faiths.

The document also refers to the need for new ways of synodal conversations, recognising the need 
to overcome clericalism and a pastoral approach based on a culture of listening and dialogue.  
Finally, the document acknowledges the need to look at issues such as the role of women in the 
church, married priests, diaconate and an Amazonian Rite.  

What is evident is that this Synod is only the beginning. There is much work to be done.  The 
Church needs all of us to sign on to the Pact of the Catacombs for our Common Home so that 
our Church is on the side of the poor, is a servant, prophetic and Samaritan.  This is an approach 
that is so needed in our world today.  The people of the Amazonian Region have taken the lead. 
We must follow if we are to protect our Common Home.

With Every Good Wish in Christ,

Rev. David Costello
Director
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PLEASE NOTE:

In response to requests from our sup-
porters, beginning in April 2020 we 
will send only annual aknowledgement 
letters.

All who wish to receive a letter as the 
gift is received may request this by 
selecting the option on the new return 
envelopes.


