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In an interview with Vatican Insider, Cardinal Schönborn,
moderator of the German-speaking discussion group,
explains the proposal that was approved unanimously,
including by Cardinals Kasper and Müller: the aim was to
further the work begun by John Paul II, bearing in mind St.
Thomas’ prudential criteria

ANDREA TORNIELLI
VATICAN CITY
The fruits of the Synod of bishops on the family will be revealed on
the evening of Saturday 24 October. As will any questions that
remain open and which questions and recommendations will be
passed on to Pope Francis. The most significant piece of news in
recent days was the unanimity expressed in Germanicus, the only
German-speaking discussion group out of the 13 circuli minores.
Many would have liked to see theologians such as Walter Kasper,

Christoph Shönborn and Gerhard Ludwig Müller captured on camera as they discussed amongst
themselves, quoting this or that text by St. Thomas and his interpretation. The report produced by the
German group, reads: “The axiom ‘every marriage contract between Christian is a sacrament per sé’ must be
reconsidered. In societies that are no longer homogeneous Christian, or countries with different cultural and
religious backgrounds, a Christian understanding of marriage can no longer be readily assumed, even
among Catholics". And regarding the possibility of readmitting remarried divorcees to the sacraments, the
Synod Fathers from the German-speaking group, all agreed that there are no one-size-fits-all solutions.
Instead, the path of discernment which John Paul II began to pave, needs to be developed further, evaluating
– on the basis of certain objective criteria – the different situations faced by sacramental unions and the new
unions formed and giving space to the “internal forum”, that would allow some remarried individuals to take
communion on a private, case-by-case basis, examining the situation in dialogue with the confessor or
spiritual guide. Vatican Insider interviewed Cardinal Schönborn, moderator of the Germanicus group.
 
Many were surprised by the unity among cardinals, particularly among the German theologian
cardinals, from Kasper to Müller. What happened there?
All the articles and modifications to the final text that we proposed were unanimously voted. The discussion
time we had at our disposal was an important element. The new methodology for the Synod discussions was
a great gain: 40 hours of discussions in the 13 language groups meant we were really able to look at issues
in depth. We had the time to delve deep into certain points. For example, the text on faith and the marital
contract is, in my opinion, a great theological summary that was made possible thanks to the presence of
competent theologians among the cardinals. The text on the accompaniment of remarried divorcees was
also very much the fruit of a joint reflection. We used the “Familiaris Consortio” – which is also mentioned in
the Catechism of the Catholic Church - as the starting point. This formed the basis of all discussions on the
subject over the past thirty years. In that text, St. John Paul explicitly says pastors have the duty, out of love
for the truth, to discern and distinguish between situations.
 
Is your proposal therefore presented as an elaboration of the “Familiaris consortio” ?
It was explicitly put forward as an elaboration of and follow-up to the “Familiaris consortio” because John
Paul II had said that it is our duty to discern and distinguish, but he didn’t mention all that comes after
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discernment. We tried to set out some criteria for his discernment by the pastors. Very concrete criteria. For
example, to evaluate how remarried divorcees behaved towards children from the first union, what their
relationship was with the abandoned spouse, what the effect of their path is on families as a whole and what
testimony they offer or perhaps what scandal they cause to the Christian community. We then discussed
what is perhaps the deepest criterion, in other words the discernment of each person’s conscience. And all of
this while looking at the situation objectively and taking care to discern the concrete situation at hand. This
way it is possible to proceed along a path of conversion, of penitence – because some form of penitence is
often required – in order to finally arrive at the words St. Paul addressed to everyone, not only to remarried
divorcees: each one of us must examine our own actions before sitting down at the Lord’s table.
 
According to the “Familiaris consortio”, the only way to gain access to the sacraments is to live as
“brother and sister”, that is, abstaining from sexual intercourse when entering a second union. Is
this aspect scrapped in your proposal?
Our text neither alludes to this nor states it. We do not believe this to be the only way forward. The
“Familiaris consortio” talks about the need for discernment. One new element in our document is perhaps the
“internal forum”, which by the way belongs to the classic tradition. In the second of three documents that the
German-speaking language group drafted, discussing the three sections of the Synod’s “Instrumentum
laboris”, we quote the texts of St. Thomas, which are at the heart of the move from the speculative doctrinal
“ratio” to the practical “ratio” through the exercise of the virtue of prudence: the deeper one goes, the more
prudential discernment becomes necessary.
 
Does this mean that, despite the “messy” situation created by a second union -  which cannot be
sacramental – said situation is not sinful per sé?
It is interesting to note that the teaching of the Church has already stopped referring broadly to these cases
as a grave sin. At the start there is the grave sin of adultery and this is often the case when there is an
already existing and valid sacramental bond of marriage. But what happens if the situation changes over
time, creating objective needs, such as that of looking after children resulting from the second union? Are
they simply illegitimate children despite the fact they have a mother and a father? Here, there is a conflict
between sacramental duty – if the marriage was valid – and the new union. But it cannot simply be said that
the new situation equates to grave sin because honouring the new union and the new objective situations is
also a requirement of justice. This is why discernment is needed, appreciating people’s different situations.
 
The “Familiaris consortio” already referred to the case of the abandoned spouse…
The classic case of the woman with young children who is abandoned by her husband. She must survive if
she meets a man who is willing to embrace her and her children: this cannot simply be seen as a case of
adultery as a result of the second union. There is also another act of generosity and virtue in this new
situation, even though it is not sacramental. Here, it is important we follow the words of St. Thomas, because
during the Synod, we did witness a minor conflict between a radical Augustinianism and classical Thomism.
In “Civitas Dei”, Augustine puts forward the idea that all acts performed by pagans was immoral, that they
lack virtue. But St. Thomas strongly rejects this positions and even Church Fathers such as Clement of
Alexandria and St. Maximus the Confessor referred to the virtues of pagans. The Bible itself does so with
Job, a pagan… St. Thomas explained: even though paganism is idolatry, despite this fact, pagans are
capable of performing some truly virtuous acts.
 
So essentially, the path of discernment of the confessor and the bishops, takes into account the
differences in people’s individual stories. Is that right?
Jesus was moved by human suffering, we read about this in the Gospels. Today, Jesus embraces and in this
merciful embrace, a person feels loved and recognises their sin. In last year’s catecheses, Pope Francis
taught us an important lesson, they are tear-jerkingly beautiful, because we learn all about closeness though
life but with the watchful eye of the pastor, who does not coldly observe reality, like a scientist or an
ideologue does: this truly is the pastor’s school.
 
Would you say this approach is shared by most of the Synod?
We shall see in the final document and how the assembly will react to it. But what Cardinal Fox Napier said
struck me. In an interview, he said he sees this Synod as a true manifestation of walking together. We have
had the time to reflect, to get to know one another, to exchange points of view, the Synod has become a
closer-to-life experience, with people showing a greater sensitivity toward one another. The discussions were
less bitter and an ability to listen prevailed, as well as an effort to listen to the hearts of others.
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