
Memorandum

To: Fr. Rick Lesser
Fr. Dan McHale

From: St. Thomas Synod Committee

Date: Fall 2022

Re: St. Thomas Synod Summary

The Synod Committee planned on how best to review all the information gathered through both the
written survey questions and in-person listening sessions. An outline of the process the Synod
Committee used to gather the information as well as a detailed synopsis of responses is included as
appendices to this memorandum.
Six major themes surfaced from the written surveys and listening sessions; faith formation, music,
liturgy, participation, communication and theology/canon law issues. Within those themes there are a
subset of items that can be directly addressed here at St. Thomas while others need to be brought
forward to the Bishop and eventually Pope Francis.
While the surveys and the listening sessions presented a number of obstacles and areas of
dissatisfaction, the Synod committee felt that it was important to identify those that were most
prevalent and to take action on those that are within our ability to address. From this experience, we
have learned that there is a strong desire among Parishioners to be heard, to participate at all levels of
Church, and continue their faith journey. That the joyfulness of our faith carries our parishioners past
the issues they have.

1. Faith Formation
Misinformation and often an absence of knowledge and understanding of our faith

formed many of the larger issues (why priests do not marry, why women are not ordained
priests and deacons, the administration of sacraments, divorce/annulment, care of the
environment) participants had with the Church and the Catholic faith. The following were
identified as areas of interest among participants that could be addressed within St. Thomas
parish:

● Adult faith formation opportunities
● Adult and Youth Bible Study opportunities
● Catholic Education – Rituals/Dogma, Sacraments, Cannon Law
● Learning different forms of prayer – Lectio Divina, Adoration, Meditation, group and

silent retreats, spontaneous prayer
● Parts of the Mass
● Care & Creation – Protecting the gift from God (not the political view)
● More hospitality/food after Mass
● Our programs need to be fun, engaging, and comfortable

● Encourage youth leadership opportunities.

2. Music
Respondents expressed the important role music has during the Celebration of the

Mass. Music that engages parishioners to join in adds to the joyfulness and prayerfulness of all
those gathered. Music that is familiar, allows parishioners to be participants rather than passive
listeners. This was clearly illustrated the day everyone joined in to sing “Happy Birthday” for
Father Rick.



The following were identified as important goals for St. Thomas:
● Appropriate, joyful Liturgical Music
● Familiarize parishioners with new music so they can more easily participate ●
Grow the music ministry – variety of groups (traditional, children, contemporary) ●
Provide an array of music opportunities – Liturgical; Praise & Worship
● Use books, not song sheets – this will reduce on paper use/waste; Allow music to be

varied by Mass (traditional, children’s, contemporary, etc.); and the font will be easy to
read.

3. Liturgy
Concerns that were shared about Liturgy could be broken into three categories,

reestablishing past practices, the physical environment of our St. Thomas church and
understanding the Celebration of the Mass.
Restoring Past Practices:

● Adoration times – desire for more opportunity.
● Receiving the Eucharist under both species.
● Opportunities for confession more frequently (like the day during Advent / Lent) ●

Presentation of Gifts – why aren’t they brought forth from the back of the church?
Physical Environment

● Sound system – presents challenges for participation.
● Physical space – not enough seating.

Celebration of the Mass
● The Mass Parts – what are the Mass parts & why are certain prayers/responses part of

the Mass?
● Should we kneel or stand?
● Shouldn’t the priest be the last person to approach the altar?

4. Participation
From young to senior parishioners, single to married, and all combinations in between

St. Thomas parishioners want to be engaged. It was clear that there is an immediate need to
change the reputation of St. Thomas for being unwelcoming, not engaging all parishioners and
having staff that is cliquey.
Issues identified from past experiences at St. Thomas::

● Questions or offers to volunteer not responded to.
● Lack of opportunities for youth, young adults, senior adults, young families, single

parishioners, individuals experiencing challenging life events and those isolated due to
physical limitations.

● Need to revitalize how we say “Welcome” to Mass and to the Parish
Issues Identified with St. Thomas and the Church:

● All are welcome – we don’t discriminate. You are a child of God and loved.
● Need to be more welcoming to people of the LGBTQ community.

Recommendations from St. Thomas Parishioners:
a. Welcoming:

● Creation of a ” Welcome Wagon” for people joining the parish.
● Buddy or Mentor opportunities when new parishioners join the community to

help engage them in activities and ministry.
● Create a FAQ that offers information that only someone who has been around

for a while might know.
● Improve signage inviting participation – sends the message as soon as you enter

the Church that you are welcome.



b. Engagement:
● Support organizations related to our faith – Altar & Rosary, K of C, etc.
● Encourage participation – return the call! Make the ask!
● Listen – is there opportunity to connect parishioners to someone who can just

listen?
● Publicize the lending library we have
● Create a “Free Little Library” for outside in front of our Church. Include

bookmarks with invitation to join us for mass and other events..More social
activities for a variety of ages

● More opportunity for volunteering for single events.
● Support social and ministry opportunities for Middle School/High School age

parishioners
5. Communication

If we learned anything from this process it is neither St. Thomas nor the broader Church
are communicating effectively with people. There is a sense among many that the Church is
cloaked in secrecy and that there is a lack of honesty and transparency.

Recommendations from St. Thomas parishioners and the Synod Committee ● Identify how to
better communicatie what we offer at St. Thomas – Faith Formation for adults & youth;
ministry engagement and social events.
● Identify the best times to offer special events & activities – offering multiple times to
accommodate parishioners that can only participate during the day or evening. ● Identify
how we can be more transparent in the administration of St. Thomas. ● More vocation
stories. Invitations to learn about all vocations – married life, single life, religious life, the
priesthood.
● Creative outreach
● It’s not what we say, but how we say it.
● Encourage people to stay through the entire Mass.
● We need to listen more, talk less.
● More interactive Faith Formation activities, example Church Scavenger Hunt.

6. Theology/ Canon Law
Many participants see the Church as inflexible and limiting. This was especially true in

relation to allowing priests to marry and for women to become ordained deacons and priests.
Although these concerns cannot be altered at the parish level, the Synod on Synodality provides
us with the opportunity and responsibility to carry these concerns forward.
Issues Identified:

● Women should have greater roles – allowed to be Deacons & Priests.
● Priests should be permitted to marry.
● Bishop’s handling of the sex abuse cases – concerns that support always went to the

accuser and not the accused, especially if the accused was not guilty.
● Transparency of funds related to the sex abuse –where does the money comes from to

pay for the defense of the accused?
● Definition of Marriage
● Abortion – why do some priests give communion to politicians who are in favor of

abortion; why doesn’t the Church have a unified stance on abortion?
● As a church we should be more Pro-life (birth to death)
● Increased accountability

Parish Opportunities:
● Provide information on the role women do play in the Church. Begin with Mary, the



Mother of God.
● Provide background on why priests are not permitted to marry. Include possible

challenges that may exist in both their personal and Church life if marriage was
permitted.

● Provide information on how the church handles sex abuse cases, from funding defence
to preventing future abuse.

Next Steps:
For action items that can be put in place at St. Thomas need to determine, in collaboration with the
Parish Council and Parish Staff
❖ Designation of key leaders
❖ Invite parish participation
❖ Plan, Implement, Evaluate the action
❖ Revise as needed

Appendix A
St. Thomas the Apostle Synod on Synodality Approach

The Synod on Synodality is a two-year process of listening and dialogue. Pope Francis has invited the
entire Church to reflect on a theme that is decisive for its life and mission: “It is precisely this path of
synodality which God expects of the Church of the third millennium.” This journey, which follows in the
wake of the Church’s “renewal” proposed by the Second Vatican Council, is both a gift and a task: by
journeying together and reflecting together on the journey that has been made, the Church will be able
to learn through Her experience which processes can help Her to live communion, to achieve
participation, to open Herself to mission. ~United States Catholic Conference of Bishops
(https://www.usccb.org/synod)

St. Thomas the Apostle Synod Committee:

● Joe Catalano
● Carmel Foltan
● Rose Ann Garry
● Colleen Harrigan
● Mary Ann Hospodar

Collecting Parishioner Feedback

Every member of the Parish was invited via a post card mailed to each home, social media messaging,
email messages, bulletin announcements, pulpit announcements, after Mass outreach, and personal
invitations, to participate in the synod listening sessions. Parishioners were offered the opportunity to
provide feedback via a written survey, AKA the Green Sheet, and in-person/Zoom listening sessions.
Middle School and High School Faith Formation participants were offered an on-line survey and
in-person opportunity to share their thoughts.

However, participation numbers were relatively low and predominantly life-long Catholics between 50 &



75 years of age.
40 written surveys were completed and returned.

● Six (6) requests were made for additional contact.
● Carmel Foltan & Joe Catalano will reach out to those requesting contact to determine the nature
of their desire for contact and connect the Parishioner to the appropriate person. ● Questions:

o What is your experience of the Church?
o How has it blessed you?
o How could it have been better?
o How can the Church better respond to the needs of all people?
o might the Holy Spirit be asking you, of our Parish and of the Church in the Whatworld?

Listening Sessions
● 3 Sessions offered:

o Evening in-person & Zoom
o After 10 AM Mass on Sunday in-person
o After Noon Mass in-person

● 64 Listening Session Participants
● 2 non-parishioners.
● Each session began with scripture, prayer, and music reflection.
● Each session had a moderator to ensure the smooth flow of the listening session.
● Participants were divided into small groups, typically 5 persons per group.
● Each group included a designated facilitator; A note taker was selected from among the

participants of each group.
● Questions:

o Where have you personally encountered Christ?
o What obstacles to encountering Christ have you experienced in Church?
o In what ways can you use the gifts God has given you to be the hands and Feet of Christ?

Demographics of Listening Sessions:
Age groups:

● 14yrs-17yrs.= 1
● 18-25yrs. =1
● 26-39yrs. = 0
● 40-55yrs. = 5
● 56-74yrs. = 28
● 75+ yrs. = 18

Gender:
● Male:15
● Female:33

Ethnicity:
● Caucasian: 48
● Other: 2
● Hispanic:1

Active Catholic
● Since childhood: 40
● Catholic Convert: 6
● Returned Catholic: 5

How often do you attend Mass?
● Every week:22
● Almost every week: 10
● More than once a week: 20



Middle School/High School Faith Formation Survey & Agape Latte Synod Respondents:
17 respondents

Age groups:
● 12yrs-13yrs.: 3
● 14-18 yrs.:12

Note: For all participants not everyone answered all questions and in some cases, it was observed that
parishioners who completed the written survey also participated in a listening session; however, the exact
number of parishioners who participated in both could not be determined as most surveys were
submitted anonymously. Therefore, there is no option to cross check total numbers.

Appendix B
Common Themes throughout the St. Thomas Synod Process

How participants have encountered Christ:
● Sacraments
● Eucharist
● Suffering/Personal Challenge
● Death/Funeral
● Mass
● Prayer
● Mary
● Bible Study
● From a non-Catholic Bible Study
● Ministry
● Tradition of the Faith
● Reconnect & Rejoice
● Catholic School
● Birth of a Child
● Goodness of others
● Music
● Every day encounters
● Wrestling with the truth
● Nature
● Career
● Dreams (literal)
● No encounter experienced

Being the hands and feet of Christ by:
● Prayer
● Volunteer
● Ministry
● Invite participation
● Personal connection with others
● Listen
● Fellowship



● Donations
● Church groups (K of C, Altar Rosary Society, Bible Studies, etc.)
● Pro-life activities & support
● Skills (sharing computer skills, organizational skills, maintenance skills, etc.)
● Grief support
● Hospitality
● Music

How St. Thomas the Apostle Church & the Universal Church can be the hands and feet of
Christ: ● Education
● Bible Study
● Prayer
● Lectio Divina & other prayer opportunities
● Be Catholic & Demonstrate through actions what it means to be Catholic
● Homilies that focus on Jesus
● Homilies that talk about the reality of Hell
● Retreats
● Pilgrimages
● Acts of Kindness
● Listen
● Get people back to church
● Invite participation
● Share the faith
● Create a sense of belonging
● Volunteer opportunities
● More community
● Outreach – young families; senior members of the community; youth
● Support parishioners though life’s challenges (health, divorce, loss of job, family situations) –

prayer, counseling, volunteers to cook/assist as needed, etc.
● Collaborate with other churches (Catholic & non-Catholic)
● Inclusive
● More welcoming
● Include children in the Liturgy – acolytes, lectors, gift bearers, greeters/ushers, choir, etc.
● Increase role of women in the Church
● Accountability
● Revitalize vocations to the priesthood
● Understanding of annulments.


