
 

Women at the periphery, an absence of voices in the synodal process 
 
Introduction: 
As a Catholic organisation that works with women who are often beyond the margins of society and 
invisible to most, we offer present some thoughts in a spirit of dialogue and mutual encounter to assist 
parishes and organisations in thinking about who is at the margins in their local communities. 
The Pope launched the Synod process on the 9th and 10th October 2021. As part of the process he has 
invited Catholics, both within the mainstream and on the margins to voice their ideas, dreams and 
concerns. More than that, his invitation to engage in a Synodal Process, is open to all the People of God, 
which in essence means the whole of humanity. 
The definition of Synod, is to walk together (-syn), on a particular way (-hodos). The first task for reflection 
given to us is to determine our journeying companions and then how we journey together. 
Women are so often on the peripheries of the Church, and even in Jesus’ teachings women are often 
invisible. The Parable of the Good Samaritan, explored in the Pope’s most recent encyclical Fratelli Tutti, 
talks of the robbers, the victim, the Priest, the Levite, the Samaritan and the innkeeper, however in reality 
the task of caring for the man who was attacked would have, in all likelihood, fallen to the innkeepers wife 
and/daughters. I wonder what they thought when the innkeeper accepted the money and brought this 
man into their home?  
For us at women@thewell we look to Christian tradition rooted in the Gospel passage John 4 (1-42) where 
we meet the unnamed woman at the well: 

 she would have been seen as an outcast - 5 times married and living with someone else. Using the 
well at noon, when the sun at its hottest, suggests that others wouldn’t let her use the well at the 
same time as them whether due to divorce or death, she didn’t choose or cause her reality but 
lived with the consequences of the prejudices that resulted 

 as a Samaritan she would have been looked down upon by all Jews 
 as a woman she was looked down upon by the dominant male society 
 she must have been poor because rich women would have had servants to draw water for them 

 
She was a feisty woman, who talked back to Jesus “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a 
woman of Samaria?” We can determine that she was ostracised and excluded from society, but because of 
the changes in her resulting from her encounter with Jesus, her ‘ostracisers’ noticed and wanted to know 
what had happened and so she went to bring others to Jesus. She was, in reality, multiply disadvantaged 
and yet she is the first active apostle indicated in any of the Gospels “Come, see a man who told me all that 
I ever did. Can this be the Christ?” 
 
What difference might these conversations make to how we share and experience parish life? 
Whilst the process of synod is about shaping the whole Church, the simple process of undertaking to 
encounter one another in our communities can lead to significant change and growth. As you think 
together about approaching those on the periphery of your community, neighbourhood, town or city spend 
some time considering what your church community looks like to those who feel excluded. In addition you 
may wish to reflect first on the following: 

 How can these conversations lead us to a new way of being church that more fully expresses the 

vision of inclusive and welcoming community presented to us in the scriptures?  

 What does it mean to listen with the heart? 

 How do you already experience inclusion in your parish community?  

 What might it mean to extend this to others? 

Questions for reflection 

Where are the peripheries in your community?  
Is it the back of the local park, where those we prefer to avoid gather? Is it in the back row of the church? A 
corner of the car park? Is it a high rise building down a littered street? Is it behind the bike sheds at the 



 

local comprehensive? Is it outside the betting shop? Is it in the homes that have scruffy front gardens on 
the other side of the high-street?  
 
Who is at the margins of your community? 
Is it the woman who always defers to her husband at church? The wife of the parish council member who 
always seems to be smiling but rarely talks? The daughter who is an adult but has yet to leave home? Is it 
the woman who begs at the corner? The woman who has endless streams of men going to her house? The 
old lady people talk about and the kids are afraid of? The lovely lady on the supermarket counter who 
seems cheerful but has such sad eyes? The woman who pushes an empty buggy around the village?  
 
How do you define the ‘People of God’? 
Is it the evangelicals who go to the noisy church at the other end of the village? Is it the group of teenagers 
who gather in the high street after dark and drink cans of beer? Is it the Sikh women who run the Langar on 
a Saturday morning at the community centre? 
 
How are we approaching those who live liminal lives? 
How are we filtering the responses to the questions set by the Church? Who is deciding what gets reported 
from the parish? Is there a risk that voices from the margins will be subsumed and drowned out by stronger 
voices? Are we willing to really hear what those on the margins have to say? Are we able to listen without 
responding or justifying? 
Is the lady who sits at the front of the church, dignified but silent who never goes forward for communion 
able to share her thoughts in your parish process? Can we listen to the thoughts and feelings of the young 
woman who brings her baby to church every week but who is unwed? Is anyone willing to talk to the group 
of young men who smoke in the church car park after dark? Are we able to approach the mother of four 
whose husband has gone back into prison again? 
 
What challenges might we face? 
What limits the opportunities to encounter those at the peripheries? Whose role is it to actively seek out 
the outliers? What areas are we unwilling to enter into? Are we willing to face uncomfortable truths? What 
questions are not being asked? Are the questions we are asking the right ones? Do we have a space that 
can become a shared space in which encounter and conversation might happen? Upon whose terms, and in 
whose spaces, are we engaging those from the margins? What language are we using and does that 
language then exclude the outliers? 
Can we talk to the young people who come to church because they are made to by their dad? Are we 
talking to the homeless old woman in the town because we want to hear her views, or because we want to 
say we have tried, or are we willing to spend time to hear her story? What will the group of teenagers at 
the park get out of the conversation? Are we including the woman who’s trying to hide that her teenage 
daughter is pregnant? 
 
In conclusion 
We hope that this has helped you to reflect on how you can work to include those on the margins of your 
community.  
 
And so we close with words of the Pope:  

 
“Synod is an occasion for the People of God not to be aloof but to become a Church of closeness 
by her very presence, bandaging wounds and healing broken hearts with the balm of 
God”……“Enabling everyone to participate is an essential ecclesial duty!” 

 
 

women@thewell is a Catholic charity that supports women exploited in the sex trade to exit from a life of 
exploitation and abuse. To learn more about our work or support us, please see our website 

www.watw.org.uk 
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