
What You Said: Our Parish Talks in Synod Listening Sessions 

In his plan for a worldwide Church Synod, Pope Francis called for the voices of all Catholics, lay 

and religious, to be heard. Last spring, we at St. John’s joined Catholics around the world in a 

series of listening sessions designed to capture those voices on the state of the Church and the 

issues confronting us. Each of the three parish sessions was built around six questions. What 

follows is a summary of the responses from the parish sessions. Fr. Ed and the Parish Pastoral 

Council are continuing to discern next steps based on this and other recent parishioner feedback. 

1. WHAT FILLS YOU WITH JOY ABOUT THE CHURCH? 

Overwhelmingly, participants said they found great joy in their reception of the Eucharist and the 

traditions surrounding the Mass. They also find a sense of community and fellowship – a 

welcoming atmosphere – when they come to Mass. 

Some St. John’s respondents find “stability” in their Church family, in Father Ed and in Pope 

Francis. Others take joy from the many opportunities at St. John’s to do good works; from 

homilies and music that inspire, and from the Sacraments. And others find joy in God’s mercy 

and forgiveness.  

2. WHAT CONCERNS DO YOU HAVE ABOUT THE CHURCH? 

While not always agreeing on specific issues, most participants expressed concern that the 

Church is not a relevant force in today’s society. Most called for broadening leadership roles for 

women, including ordination to the priesthood. Many urged a more inclusive, welcoming 

approach to the LGBTQ community. Many also decried the departure of young adults and young 

families, and blamed the Church’s positions on issues like divorce and birth control, use of 

antiquated language, and emphasis on blind obedience. 

Meanwhile, the concern for relevance led some participants to focus differently. They urged 

Church leaders to spend more time emphasizing values, sin and the need to attend Mass. Some 

called for more concise homilies that focused on the gospel and avoided politics.   

A significant number of participants remain concerned about the abuse scandal and how it was 

addressed; the declining numbers of priests and church attendees, and the requirement that 

priests be celibate.  

3. IN WHAT WAYS OR MOMENTS HAS THE CHURCH ENCOURAGED YOU TO SPEAK UP? 

HOW DOES THE CHURCH LISTEN TO YOU OR HEAR WHAT YOU ARE SAYING? 

It’s almost unanimous: Beyond the parish level, the Church has never asked Catholics to speak 

up. Participants called the Church “top-down … dogmatic ... authoritarian.” Said one person: “I 

never in a million years thought to speak up about anything … even in the welcoming 

community of St. John’s. … The Church just values obedience. It wouldn’t even listen to victims 

of abuse.” 

Participants said they view Pope Francis and Archbishop Perez as more prepared to listen than 

their predecessors; participants also expressed gratitude for efforts to check on parishioners 

during Covid.  



 

4. HOW CAN THE CHURCH CREATE GREATER OPPORTUNITIES TO BE HEARD? 

The Synod, participants said, was a good first step. But they decried the fact that all pastors were 

not required to – and some subsequently did not -- hold listening sessions. Participants said 

listening should no longer be considered “optional.”  

Participants urged a “listening” Church to: Accept all people with love and without judgment; 

stop criticizing divorced people, gay people, people of various political parties, and others; and 

diversify the clergy and church leadership with more women, lay people and people of color. An 

overriding theme was this: As long as the power structure (including clergy) remains 

overwhelmingly white, celibate and male, everyone else will feel unlikely to be heard. 

Other ideas: Create a “Regional Pastoral Council;” hold more sessions for parish leadership to 

dialogue with parishioners; involve young people in Sunday homilies or in a Synod just for 

them; dialogue with the congregation during the homily; offer lay reflections in lieu of homilies 

or after Communion, and affirm those who would reform the church – they are not the enemy. 

5. HOW CAN THE CHURCH HELP YOU AND OTHERS GROW IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH JESUS AND 

THE CHURCH? 

Building on their answers to Question 4, participants said their spiritual relationships could 

benefit from better communication with other parishioners through greater use of social media, 

social gatherings and small group sharing. They suggested resources (such as family life 

seminars, book clubs and leadership training) for learning about scripture, the Sacraments and 

church history. They called for parish retreats and missions; rosary and prayer groups; Bible 

sharing and small-group study.  

Some participants said their relationship with the Church could improve if the Church addressed 

its own lack of transparency, institutional sexism and patriarchy, as well as its unwillingness to 

ordain women and allow priests to marry. Some called on the Church to reevaluate its teaching 

on divorce, contraception and LGBTQ issues, and to be relevant while avoiding politics. Finally, 

the participants called for more inspiring liturgies; shorter, more relevant homilies; singable 

music and sacraments that are more relevant for children. 

 

6. WHAT CAN THE CHURCH DO TO SUPPORT PEOPLE ON THEIR FAITH JOURNEY? 

The participants urged the Church to foster stronger personal ties with the community. Reach out 

personally to “former Catholics.” Make welcome visits to new parishioners. Encourage small 

faith-sharing groups. Use more social media.  

They urged expansion of ministries that intersect with parishioners’ life events: Pre-Cana, 

marriage enrichment, illness, divorce, bereavement, addiction.  

As other groups said, enhance the resources that parishioners can use to learn more about their 

faith: speakers, adult faith education, small study groups, lay leadership programs, religious 

podcasts. And foster stronger ties between the Church hierarchy and the “Lowerarchy,” share 

best practices among parishes, and develop a stronger sense of inclusivity and welcome. 


