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Synod Feedback:  St Mary of Vernon, Indian Creek, IL 

Overview/Summary 

Pope Francis has called for a Synod to include the participation of all the faithful – especially 

those who may not consider themselves faithful - to identify what is advancing their journey 

with the Lord, and/or what is impeding that journey. That call was sent throughout the Church, 

to each diocese and received at St Mary of Vernon. After prayerful discernment, the pastor 

asked the Parish Pastoral Council (PPC) of St Mary of Vernon to accept the responsibility of 

engaging the parish in the project. 

The PPC enthusiastically accepted the project under Father Ignatius’ counsel, as a major step in 

being engaged in evangelization. In planning and implementing this process, the PPC came to 

realize that our parishioners are the answer to a “successful and efficient” evangelization. Their 

lives are what truly can spread the good news beyond the confines of our local church - 

everyday. That’s our common mission. It requires an understanding of where parishioners are 

now in their journey, and then forming plans to “fill in the gaps”. That parallels the call of the 

Pope to identify where and why the Church might have fallen short and lost some on the 

journey, so they will not be left behind. 

Response fell short of the goal expected by the PPC, but was generally enthusiastic, and often 

very emotional. It seems responses were mostly from those already actively engaged in the 

Church, especially those involved in local parish activities. The PPC supplemented its earlier 

feedback collection with an “outreach” to those not as engaged. Since the feedback includes 

live response with discussion as well as survey results, it was possible to give some context to 

issues and make this report qualitative and not merely quantitative. See methodology below. 

There were a wide range of responses, but of course, Saint Mary of Vernon would have 

appreciated unanimous response. 

Feedback included the following major themes with detail below: 

Papal Respect/Messaging/Leadership in a Secular World, Role of Women in the Church, Moral 

Guidance (Clergy Abuse of Children, Divorced Catholics, LGBTQ Catholics), Role of the Parish, 

What Children Think. 

A major obstacle that perplexes many and brings today’s relevance of the Church into question, 

is confusion regarding the Pope’s (and subsequently, the Church’s) stand on “controversial” 

moral issues and doctrine. Most are issues that have been previously identified and debated 

with vigor among the bishops and cardinals, but as far as many are concerned, not addressed 

with definitive clarity by the Pope.  Some indicate that there is often silence where there should 

be clarity, even if the answer is “no”.  Ambiguity from the Church on doctrine and issues of 

morality frustrates Catholics, making it difficult to follow a consistent, personal moral path or 

defend a moral position. This seems to give credence to the idea fostered by a secular world 

that “rules and values can be altered” to agree and “progress with changing times”.   
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St Mary of Vernon Synod Messaging and Feedback Process 

The Parish Pastoral Council (PPC) defined the synod process to parishioners to gain trust that 

the objective of the Synod was a renewed vibrancy of a Church that valued the journey of all. 

Messaging was delivered via sequenced pulpit announcements, weekly bulletin articles and 

parish weekly e-blasts, that all included specifics on the multiple methods to respond to the 

call. The Alpha Omega youth ministry developed a video for use on social media to further 

engage the participation of parishioners in the synod process.  

Multiple methods were implemented so that all could feel comfortable that they were safe to 

be thoroughly forthright. Although COVID did provide some limitations, St Mary of Vernon 

provided alternatives to in-person meetings. 

 The major feedback mechanism was a survey that was made available 24/7 on the parish 

website and that has been active through March 20. That on-line survey presented questions to 

obtain the feedback outlined in the Archdiocesan Synod 2021 – 2023 Parish Workbook. There 

was the option to include a name with contact information should a respondent want to have 

further communication with a PPC member to discuss the synod – and some did. There was 

also the option to submit feedback for others as a proxy - after having an appropriate 

discussion - and with that person’s permission, a proxy submission could be made. In all web 

submissions, participants always had the option of being anonymous. That said, very few opted 

to remain anonymous.  

In addition to live town hall meetings, feedback methodology included Zoom meetings, paper 

surveys and when requested, a one-on-one talk with a parish pastoral Council member. 

Feedback was also received from students enrolled in PREP (Parish Religious Education 

Program) classes at St Mary of Vernon. A separate set of questions was prepared for Chi Rho 

students (Grades 7/8). The Alpha Omega youth ministry preferred to participate by making a 

short video to solicit parish feedback as mentioned above. In addition to the feedback and 

engagement from these youth groups, it was hoped that their participation would lead to 

discussions at home. 

During the final month of Synod feedback, the PPC reviewed its responses and questioned itself 

on what it may have missed. There was agreement that we would like more feedback from 

those less engaged or who may have left or waivered from Catholicism. Therefore, the PPC 

generated a formal request and sent it directly to responders who gave their contact 

information. It requested their further engagement in the synod process via a discussion with 

their family and friends who might have been hesitant to respond, did not know about the 

synod, or just have not recently been engaged with the Church. Surely, we all know someone 

who might fit that category. PPC members also challenged each other to do likewise with 

families and friends.   
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Papal Respect/Leadership/Messaging   

(From this point, phrases in quotes are taken from surveys or notes from live conversations) 

Responders were respectful, if not reverent, regarding Pope Francis and his role as the head of 

the Catholic Church. There was a general feeling of appreciation to be asked by the Pope for 

feedback on the Church’s role in our shared journey.  Because he has “apostolic credibility”, 

most expect the Pope to be the “moral leader” in this “challenged, secular world, where 

relativism is used as an excuse”.   

Survey responses and live commentary indicate that a significant number see some actions of 

the Pope as political, referencing “exclusive Papal audiences for specific political leaders”, who 

later used those visits as implied “vindication of their stands on abortion” with no clarification 

or comment from the Vatican. Also noted were prestigious Catholic Universities that welcome 

and encourage liked minded leaders to speak, giving “implied support” to an agenda that often 

runs against traditional Catholic values. One student described it by saying that “going to a 

Catholic University is like being educated in a hostile environment”.  

On the other side of the argument is that the Church “needs to do something to be more 

inclusive” and adding that “debate itself is a good thing”. That debate in this process is 

countered by “we are watering down our faith” to “bring back the secularized” and “turning 

Catholics into ‘universal unitarians’ but with the Eucharist”.  Others questioned “what changed 

morality?” and “What should we really believe?”  Although abortion is certainly a moral issue, it 

now seems debatable by many as it receives an honored, protected status in political thought. 

And it seems to be tolerated, if not endorsed by the Church. 

Past sexual abuse of children by clergy and its cover up, was mentioned often.  A very 

emotional issue that will not be easily forgotten. This was noted as a major factor that may 

have caused an exodus of people from the Church and makes many others consider leaving. 

People seem willing to be forgiving if they can believe that this evil is definitively and finally 

dealt with. 

Other political hotbed issues include climate change, and any “virtue signal” that tends to 

marginalize one group versus another. Climate change is certainly a topic that catches 

Catholics’ attention when commented on by the Pope and one that generates comments such 

as “he should stick to moral issues and not an area that scientists don’t agree upon” countered 

by “he should speak about the morality” (of climate change). COVID 19 has introduced, it 

seems, a whole set of issues that can separate Catholics as well. Several felt stereotyped and 

“marginalized if not vaccinated” and others felt the same way about masking. Again, there were 

more than a few comments that the Church should not enter the political arena, as doing so 

causes fracturing the Church into competing factions. The Church hardly needs further division 

among its membership. 
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There was also an exhortation that the Church was never needed more than at the height of 

COVID 19 when it became inaccessible (except virtually). Some comparisons were made to 

evangelical congregations that didn’t entirely close and others that challenged what was not 

proven science to control access to worship. “Was this an intended goal?” To some, this was 

taken as a sign that the Church preferred “not making waves” as opposed to standing up for 

what is in the best interest of the flock.  “We need the Eucharist” was the most heartfelt plea if 

we are ever to face this again.  

Regarding leadership and messaging, although there are many opinions on controversial issues 

and actions (details follow), there is strong agreement that the Pope is the moral authority, and 

the flock expects his guidance in matters of faith and morals. Most of the responses indicate 

concern when the Pope gets involved in political situations where his position and status can be 

“used”. “He should stay out of politics” and “stick to things that matter”. 

A sum of the suggested messaging from a majority of those who opined is that the Church 

needs to “stress the messages of forgiveness, compassion and acceptance” in a “cancel culture 

world” poised to punish. The Church “should embrace all”.  While significant numbers feel 

comfortable conforming to populist ideals, there are also significant numbers that desire 

clear, unambiguous moral guidance that is not political in nature. This ‘populism vs 

traditionalism’ is a central feeling throughout the controversial issues identified, and the basis 

of an ongoing struggle that has the potential to cause division. There is a hunger for the Church 

to be a vehicle of unity toward its mission (our shared journey) and thus define its identity and 

relevance in today’s world. 

Role of Women in the Church 

In live feedback sessions as well as in the on-line and written survey responses, there were 

constant reminders of the role that women have played in the history of the Church and their 

great contributions to its growth – even in times of great persecution. Women of faith followed 

Jesus to the cross and kept vigil at His tomb, even as male disciples were known to be hiding. 

We were reminded that the Blessed Mother has the esteemed role as the Mother of God and is 

the Queen of Heaven and Earth. So, many question “why is the role of women in the Church so 

limited?”  

To address the role of women in the Church, especially the large numbers that believe that 

women should be allowed to priesthood or the diaconate, there were suggestions for the Pope 

to consider implementing a tribunal/task force. Such a task force could earnestly consider the 

feasibility of admitting women to these roles in the Church. Many agreed that this may be part 

of a solution for the shortage of priests.  

Women are now so widely engaged in Catholic education; it would be an impossible 

undertaking without them.  Related comments heard on this topic include: “Why is it that I am 

not admissible to spread the Good News?”   Seems to be about “male pride, arrogance and 

systemic gender discrimination”.  It would go a long way if “the hierarchy would take women’s 
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contributions seriously” and show genuine consideration of roles of greater responsibility for 

women. A focused task force would be a good start. Again, it seems as if there is a willingness 

to accept an answer – even if it is no – if there has been demonstrable examination of 

expanded roles and rationale for the decision(s).   

Specific Moral Guidance 

 Clerical Sexual Abuse 

As mentioned in detail above, this remains a matter of embarrassment to the faithful, 

especially past efforts to cover it up. People expect continued commitment to end 

abuse and expects the Church to show continued diligence to end the abuse on those 

most vulnerable to inappropriate actions of those they should be able to most trust. 

Incomplete action may not be forgiven nor forgotten. 

 Divorce/Marriage 

Perhaps it will not be surprising to anyone reading this report, that there is significant 

interest by divorced Catholics in removing the sanction blocking the Eucharist in cases 

where there is no annulment and a civil re-marriage. The topics of divorce and 

annulment did not receive intense debate in live sessions, and survey responses 

referencing them were short. But there seemed a shared desire for more “forgiveness” 

and “compassion” in past mistakes.  

Since there was no intense discussion, the relative number of how many feel one way or 

the other regarding the Church’s stance on divorce, or the difficulty in getting an 

annulment, cannot be determined. However, it is noted that there is a general sympathy 

for those faced with these situations and a perception that the “Church could do 

something”. This is in line with the discussion of the messaging of the Church above that 

identifies the struggle between populism vs traditionalism. 

Regarding marriage, there were comments that “the definition of marriage should not 

change”. The balance to this was “if you are changing, you are growing”. Again, there is 

a rising feeling that things are becoming blurry, and definitions will be solidified by 

populist views if not specifically addressed by the Church.  

LGBTQ  

Sexual orientation or identity issues were not discussed in depth in live sessions, where 

some simply stated the need to “accept people as they are”, and some indicated “that is 

what Jesus would do” while others questioned how the Church is going to deal with all 

of this.  Not surprisingly, the most emotional comments regarding same-sex attraction 

were in survey responses on-line. The Pope’s address in the Synod opening in October 

2021 was cited as reminding us of “God’s own style which is closeness, compassion and 

tender love”.  This respondent exhorted “If we do not become a church of those things, 
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we will not be the Lord’s Church”.  Further, it was mentioned that children are “hearing 

a message that their LGBTQ friends are not worthy human beings”. A disconnect that 

needs cleansing clarification.  

Overall, this synod project revealed that the parishioners of St Mary of Vernon are 

compassionate and want to accept and welcome people of all persuasions. There was 

not a general feeling of animosity toward anyone’s sexual orientation, but the surveys 

were not designed to assess that. 

Of note is what some anonymous surveys showed. There are a few LGBTQ respondents. 

Interesting is the fact that ‘they’ seemed to be recently returned to the Church in need 

of support during a lonely time made worse by the pandemic. One striking response was 

that the return experience was “a horror” because the expectation was that of 

mistreatment and that they had to “keep watching out”.  Nothing untoward occurred 

but the initial expectation made the reality uncomfortable.  

There were no universal recommendations gleaned from the survey other than those 

expressed above of general “acceptance of people as they are”. It is clear parishioners 

want to feel good about themselves as they feel good about others around them. Again, 

the feeling seems to be that there is a need for the Church to be precise on messaging. 

There is a tendency for many to accept a populist view on these matters as they are 

delivered messages through the news and entertainment media constantly.  Recent 

comments and debate by Church leaders may be confusing and clarification is needed if 

the populist view is not in line with faith and morals. 

What Children Think 

St Mary of Vernon was able to get great synod participation from its Chi Rho (7th and 8th grade) 

PREP students. As might be expected, the responses abounded with imagination and 

inquisitiveness. “I would ask the Pope what his life was like”. In fact, there were more than a 

few that directly wished they could shadow the Pope and see what “a day in your life is like”. 

Does the Pope “have any interesting stories about his time as Pope? That would be really 

interesting to hear!” 

There were many such responses that were personally directed to the Pope and his journey. 

Perhaps these reflect the children’s way to request help in navigating their journey. Many such 

inquiries can be summed up in the following direct quote, “I would like to ask the Pope if he 

ever had a moment that made him fall in love with faith, or was it over time?”  

As mentioned, there was a great number of responses from this group, and it may be beneficial 

to include some of them to give an indication of their feelings and thoughts: 

- “What can be done to connect people with different views?” 

- “Church and Catholics feel really judgy. That environment is stressful”. 

-  “Make sure homilies are relevant to kids”. (This is one of many on this topic). 
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- “If it was loud and energetic, I would like it a lot more”. 

- “We need more time to be silent….and think about what we should be proud to have”. 

- “Need more moments for prayer and thought”. 

- “Go further into what the readings and Gospel mean to us”. 

- “Church needs to be more personal and about personal growth”. 

- “Have separate sessions for our age at Mass to learn about our faith and understand 

readings/gospels”. 

- “Why are more priests, monks and nuns Saints than married people”? 

- “If I understood that good could come from bad, then I wouldn’t blame God for the evil 

and sinned like I did”. 

- “Make Mass more enjoyable”. (A lot of these). 

- “I usually don’t go to Mass because I have a lot of sports. When I don’t go though, my 

parents don’t say to go to Mass, and I don’t go by choice. That’s why I don’t go to Mass.” 

In reading their responses, one gets a clear impression that there are issues on their minds and 

that they have discussions with friends and with their families at home.  They expressed the 

need for the Church to “stop evil in the world”. Some of the evils they mentioned include 

“abortion, communism and genocide”, even if they don’t yet thoroughly understand the 

concepts. Perhaps they are continuing a thought discussed at home or elsewhere, but they are 

aware and link a role for the Church in their minds. 

Review also reminds us that so much of their moral foundation is built at home and that 

parents are critical in countering the numerous outside influences to which they are subjected. 

These outside influences will not consider the spiritual journey of children (or adults) as an 

essential part of their being.  

There were questions on “what are the Pope’s views on society?” and “how have they changed 

since he grew up?”.  They sense that there have been changes and there are struggles in this 

world that they will need to understand and react to - or even influence. This is also seen in the 

comments on personal relationships. 

Although the comments on personal relationships in this age group were vaguer than heard 

from adults, one recurring theme is the need to “be more inclusive”.   There was no language 

that even hinted at discrimination based upon differences in nationality, race, gender, etc. 

What did stand out was agreement on the Church emphasizing “forgiveness of mistakes made 

early in life”.  Drugs, alcohol, and sexual activity were cited as some of the mistakes. 

As might be expected, many children of this age are less than enthusiastic to” give up (my) 

personal free time”. Many indicated that they are making a sacrifice. For that sacrifice, they are 

looking for something “to make it worthwhile”. Very few indicated that it is not worthwhile, but 

many have commented on things they would like to see more of. They remember Bible stories. 

The like Bible stories. They like stories about the saints.  “Bible stories and how they relate to 

situations in the world today” should be included in classes and Mass.  These surveys were not 
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designed to study this topic nor to determine how the Bible can most effectively be taught. But 

overall, the surveys seem to indicate that understanding the Bible is an important fundamental 

in the early Catholic educational process, and there are willing ears. 

Finally, as mentioned, it is evident that children are having discussions on several topics that 

require moral guidance. These discussions may be with family and close friends, but may 

include outside influential media including social, entertainment and news. As noted in the 

adult feedback, there is the expectation of help from the Church in addressing these 

communication challenges, including moral clarity in the most controversial issues facing 

families. 

Parish Role in The Journey 

As written earlier in this report, the PPC undertook its best efforts to obtain feedback from a 

wide range of parishioners, including those who may now be minimally engaged with their 

faith. But an earnest evaluation of the provided feedback needs to acknowledge the fact that 

those most engaged are also the most likely to have responded. Understanding the origin of the 

feedback is important when seeing so many respondents that are engaged in attending mass, 

prayer services and other parish activities.  

So many took the opportunity to laud the services and parish events at St Mary of Vernon and 

its various ministries that it is evident the majority consider it a community that serves their 

needs and consider it a true community. There was little in the feedback to indicate that the 

parish is impeding their journey. And there were no suggestions for major local changes that 

might increase the number of Catholics or bring people back. Losses in the number of faithful 

were seen as a change in the overall mood of the country (world), media influences, and the 

establishment of “new normals” by forces outside of the Church. And the bottom line as 

mentioned earlier, the expectation is that the Church has the mission to help combat all those 

influences. The responsibility for moral and doctrinal clarity was put to the hierarchy and it is 

there that the faithful are expecting action (i.e., clergy sexual abuse of children). 

Communion, Participation and Mission 

The responses for these “pillars of the journey” were sparse compared to the feedback received 

overall. Perhaps people thought this feedback would be redundant to what they added in the 

body of the sessions/surveys. They also seemed to be confused as to what these all meant and 

what was being asked for. For example, many who responded to communion mentioned that it 

was the receipt of the Eucharist. Overall, however, the sense one receives in looking at the 

responses (most were terse) was that the Church needs to become more inclusive and provide 

an engaging aspect to services that encourages interactive participation. When mentioned, 

mission was spreading the faith beyond the church building, “You need to spread the ‘good 

news’, the beautiful gift from God, with everyone you meet”.  
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Final Observations 

The PPC of St Mary of Vernon appreciated the forthright feedback of participants but expected 

responses from a majority. That goal proved to be ambitious.  Respondents totaled 123, 

including all survey and live event participants, adults, adolescents, and children - well short of 

any ambitious expectation. Perhaps this is a message. In retrospect, most parishioners 

mentioned they only heard about the synod from St Mary of Vernon’s requests for feedback. If 

there were international or national posts/announcements or coordinated coverage by major 

media, they either missed these or don’t use these as preferred methods to get information, 

and it was lost among the avalanche of competing media messages and programs. Competition 

for attention is fierce.  

This all should not diminish the importance of the parishioners that did participate. Many were 

very emotional, especially on what can only be categorized as assaults on their faith – a faith 

that they cherish and want to pass on to future generations. Others take a different view and 

are conflicted by a Church that they believe does not allow them to be compassionate to those 

“marginalized” as mentioned in the controversial topics’ summaries. They all need to be heard 

and their engagement appreciated and encouraged. Despite the differences in how they 

perceive the journey, they all seek the Church to guide them.  

A re-review of all the participant’s feedback shows that the struggle playing out in the media is 

real to them. The role of family within society is being questioned and diminished. Respect for 

parents as the authoritative guardians and influencers of their children is challenged, while 

social media establishes “new normals” and “new morals” in a society complacent to allow it. 

Engaged parishioners (and perhaps they do speak for many more) expect the Church to be the 

major combatant and lead the fight against the forces that would diminish the central role of 

family and dominate the minds (and souls) of our youth and generations to follow.  

As with any long-term plan, a periodic review is essential to see where you are relative to 

where you want to be. It’s the destination.  This synod project was an essential, although at 

times difficult, reminder that we need to do this for our most important long-term plan, and 

most critical destination – that is our mission. 

 

 


