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Report on Synod Listening Sessions 
Our Lady Queen of Peace and St. Thomas More 

March 2022 
 

1. Participants: 
 
The parishes of Our Lady Queen of Peace and St. Thomas More held 12 listening 
sessions at which a total of 120 persons attended. There were 78 women and 42 men: 
105 identified as Catholic, 10 Non-Catholic, and 5 belonged to other denominations.  
They represented a wide age range: 

   
Ages Participants Ages Participants 
19-25 3 56-70 22 
26-40 17 71-80 39 
41-55 12 81+ 27 

 
Their Mass attendance is as follows: 12 daily, 75 weekly, 29 occasionally, and 4 Never. 

 
2. Experience of Gathering Together:  

 
The experience of gathering in person (only one group met on Zoom) was a joyful experience 
for all.  Participants valued the opportunity to express themselves honestly and listen to each 
other respectfully even when (and especially when) there were sharp differences among them.   
The listening sessions were thoughtful and thought-provoking.  In an atmosphere of 
prayerfulness and openness to the Holy Spirit, participants spoke freely about their experiences 
of the Catholic Church – their joys and hopes, fears and pains. For many it was one of the first 
chances to gather in person after the restrictions of the pandemic have eased. Participants 
were thankful for Pope Francis’ invitation to be part of the synodal process – a process which 
includes the whole of God’s People.  Some participants expressed skepticism that their input 
would be in vain, that their voices would not be heard and/or be disregarded locally and 
nationally.  This view reflects what some have termed a crisis of trust in the Catholic Church, 
exacerbated by the sexual abuse scandal and cover-up.  Participants grappled with the 
fundamental questions posed by Pope Francis: “A synodal church, in announcing the Gospel, 
‘journeys together.’ How is this ‘journeying together’ happening today in your particular 
Church? What steps does the Spirit invite us to take in order to grow in our journeying 
together”? In the process, the groups addressed aspects of the ten themes though as expected 
not all groups addressed each theme.  Some participants and facilitators found the themes and 
the questions offered for each theme to be overwhelming and unwieldy, particularly given the 
truncated timeline for holding sessions and preparing the parish report.  However, the themes 
did bring forth significant observations, insights, and concerns that were echoed repeatedly in 
the listening sessions.   
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Synod Themes 

I. The Journeying Companions     

The listening sessions helped focus our attention on a vision of the church as People of God 
journeying together – people of all ages; of all genders; of all ethnicities, cultures and races; and 
of all perspectives, progressive and conservative.  As we reflected on ourselves as a journeying 
church – locally and nationally, participants in every one of the listening sessions expressed 
regret that the hoped-for inclusivity, all too often, is more a vision than it is a reality.  There are 
people who feel excluded and made to feel unwelcome as their voices remain unheard and 
their gifts unused.   Among the marginalized groups are those who are divorced and remarried, 
single parents, LGBTQ persons and their children, young people, women, and older adults.  
Indeed, some expressed the view that the laity as a whole is a marginalized group.  

There is definitely a hunger for inclusivity – for a Church in which all are welcome and made to 
feel so.  While a very small number of participants spoke to the necessity of an exclusive church 
insistent on absolute compliance to rules and regulations, most envisioned a Church in which all 
are welcome and can feel a part of the community.  

 Participants recognized that the “pandemic has hurt us,” and partially attributed the shrinking 
congregations to this cause.  Many expressed a longing for a pre-Covid church that is central 
not only for worship but as a place to learn, grow spiritually, and encounter Jesus Christ in the 
midst of loving and caring members.  Specifically, parents yearn for a Church where small 
children are welcomed and lovingly embraced at worship and various parish activities. They 
long to be part of an understanding and supportive community that “is proud of who they are 
and what God calls them to be.” They value educational fun-filled activities that enhance the 
formation of their children in faith and provide opportunities to converse with other parents.  

 Others spoke of the need for small group gatherings with a social and spiritual components, 
such as a Men’s Group, the ChristLife gatherings, or groups willing to reach out to the needy 
and to promote social justice.  Social events and gatherings that extend a wide invitation to 
people of all ages were viewed as being essential for the building and rebuilding of the 
community. Mentioned were events such as coffee hours, senior luncheons, and family picnics 
where friendships that are life-giving can develop and grow. We also need to bring together 
residents in senior living facilities and our children and teens; they have much to share with 
each other.  One hope-filled participant exclaimed, “there is so much beauty in the Catholic 
faith and in its people…the real Church has always been the people.”  It is seen in the children 
of God who persevere in living the faith.  
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II. Listening 

Participants expressed gratitude for the listening sessions which in themselves modeled the 
value of and commitment to listening as a mark of a synodal church.   Grounding the sessions in 
prayer and an openness to the presence of the Holy Spirit in our midst further reinforced the 
desire and need for opportunities for discussion and dialogue at the parish level and beyond.   
We need to come together and express our views and concerns on a regular basis.  We need 
regular listening sessions.  Such listening sessions will promote fuller participation on the part 
of the laity, openness and transparency in decision-making, and overall better communication.  

In a climate of polarization within society and church, the importance of dialogue continues to 
be paramount.  Such dialogue, rooted in faith, requires openness on all sides.  The tension 
between progressive/liberal and conservative positions was evident in several of the listening 
sessions and underscored the necessity of continued discussion and of clarification of church 
teaching.    

To whom shall we listen?   To all but most especially to those whose voices we have ignored 
and silenced.   We need to hear the voices of people struggling with the church – people who 
themselves or whose family and friends have been hurt by the Church.  Among the 
marginalized groups, mentioned in the response to Theme I, participants expressed particular 
concerns.   

Young people need to be listened to and have opportunities to share experiences, difficulties, 
questions, and concerns as some already are doing in the parish Young Adult Group.  Twenty-
and thirtysomethings, it was observed, practice their faith differently.  Distrustful of institutions 
they do not feel connected to the Church.  They are put off by what they see as hypocrisy – 
particularly in relation to the Church’s teaching on sexuality and homosexuality and in the 
exclusion of women in various areas of ministry and decision-making.    

Listening to the laity involves being attentive as they share their experiences of a lived faith that 
impacts all human relationships.   Church teachings on human sexuality need to be revisited 
and viewed as an important element in human growth and development – an element which 
has physical, psychological and spiritual dimensions.  The Church’s view and understanding (or 
the lack thereof) of human sexuality affects issues related to marriage and divorce, 
homosexuality, seminarian formation, pastoral counseling, pedophilia, and sexual abuse.    

The annulment process is problematic at best and demeaning at worst.  It is a divisive process.  
Persons feel they are on trial rather than moving through a healing process. The non-Catholic 
party often questions the Church’s understanding of love and relationship.   Persons guiding 
individuals through the process need to balance canon law with pastoral sensitivity and care.  
Attention to scripture and tradition is necessary but so is attention to human experience.  One 
participant reflected their sense of alienation by observing that “a person in jail has more rights 
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in the church than a divorced person.” We need to re-evaluate what makes a marriage a 
marriage.    

There is a lack of understanding and compassion as well as a lack of pastoral care for LGTBQ 
persons and their families.  Rather than offering support, the Church teachings that are stressed 
tear families apart – parent against parent, parent against child.  People feel insulted and 
judged.  One priest told a mother of a gay son that she must choose between her husband and 
her son.   One participant reported that the church “wanted nothing to do with” her daughter.  
Another said “we have to find a way to say, look, God made these people.”  A young adult 
participant said:  “I don’t think the Church is inclusive.  I myself identify as bisexual and am very 
frustrated that the Church acts like we are sinners or a problem that can be fixed by prayer.  
How can I help to whom I am attracted?  Why would I want to stay where I am not welcome or 
will draw that kind of attention?  The Church makes me think that God hates me, but didn’t 
God create me?”  Another participant remarked: “I feel so badly that we have made it 
impossible for people in the margins to just feel welcome.  And worse, to feel unloved by God.  
That is just so frustrating and unlike Christ.” Parents remarked that children have much to teach 
us about inclusivity: “it’s wonderful to see kids embracing individuals of all religions and 
genders.  Kids seem to get it.  They are all friends.”   

In a time of intense polarization in society, participants were disturbed by the polarization in 
the Church, evidenced by publically expressed hostility toward and militant opposition to Pope 
Francis and by the overt politicization of Church teaching by some members of the U.S. 
hierarchy.    

The call to listen extends beyond the Catholic Church to include all Christians; people of all 
religions, particularly our Jewish and Muslim brothers and sisters; and people who do not 
identify with any religion.   Numbers of “nones” – individuals who do not affiliate with any 
religious institution – are increasing nationally.   From believers and non-believers alike, we can 
learn about community and fellowship and about common efforts to promote justice and 
peace.  

 

III. Speaking Out 

Yes, “all are invited to speak with courage . . . integrating freedom, truth, and charity. “   But 
how do we create a climate and opportunities which promote communication?  Those who 
participated in the listening sessions remarked that we need to create opportunities for people 
to come together for such sessions regularly.  Some denominations do so already.  However, in 
the Catholic Church there is no platform for laity to express their views and concerns and 
discuss matters of common concern.    



 

Pa
ge

5 

Concern with communication is twofold: within the Church and between Church and society at 
large.  Both efforts to promote communication require technological savvy and effective use of 
social media on the part of parish staffs and dioceses.   

The pandemic highlighted how the skillful use of technology, particularly Zoom, made it 
possible to create an on-line community of worship.  Though participants who are now able to 
attend Mass in person are joyfully grateful to do so, they remain deeply thankful that they were 
able to attend Mass virtually at our parish and in churches around the world during months 
when they were unable to participate in person.   Some participants pointed out how valuable 
technology can be in creating and sustaining connection among people of faith as well as 
among those who may be curious and those who may be searching for spiritual sustenance.   
Social media can be an effective tool for evangelization.  However, it can also promulgate 
misunderstandings, reinforce stereotypes, and deepen division among people. 

Speaking out is a way of witnessing to faith in the public sphere.   The witness of bishops is of 
particular importance.  Participants recognized the role of the bishop in speaking out publically 
alongside other denominational and religious leaders to express solidarity with all struggling for 
racial and social justice.  Rochester has a history of such witness during the leadership of Bishop 
Matthew Clark and Bishop Joseph Hogan before him. 

 

IV. Celebrating 

Participants in the listening sessions expressed a renewed sense of awareness - due to the 
pandemic - of the value of prayer, of Eucharistic celebrations, and of gathering as a community 
of faith.  During the pandemic, as noted in our response to Theme III, participants were grateful 
for the ability to connect with the parish virtually, but many found the experience wanting 
because they were unable to receive the Holy Eucharist and to gather in person with fellow 
parishioners. 

Participants experience Eucharistic celebrations as a source of healing and strength.  They feel 
united with Christ, with the worshipping community, and with the universal Church.   
Celebrating the Eucharist together deepens their sense of rootedness, tradition, and Catholic 
identity (bringing forth a sense of peace, tranquility and hope) as they encounter the Sacred 
and enter into the mystery of Christ’s presence.   Yet, some find that Eucharistic celebrations 
underscore their sense of separation and alienation from the worshipping community.    

When Liturgy is “done right,” it is welcoming, inclusive, nurturing, and life-giving. At times, 
some have found communities that gather for Eucharistic celebrations to be cold and 
unwelcoming, especially to families with young children and to the marginalized in general. 
Some returning Catholics in search of a spiritual home and individuals seeking full participation 
in the Roman Catholic Church expressed being intimidated by liturgical formalism.   Women of 
all ages struggle with the inequality represented visually by an all-male priesthood and the 
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absence of women’s voices and perspectives in homilies.  One mother lamented her struggle in 
striving to teach her son to respect his sister and see her as an equal in all things in the face of 
the inequality that exists in the Church.   

The pandemic has affected how we celebrate as a community.  On the one hand, now that we 
have mastered the technology, we are able to bridge distances and enable families and friends 
to attend sacramental celebrations when they cannot be present in person.   On the other 
hand, there is a concern that the pandemic has interrupted habits of church attendance and 
may mean some may not return to in-person worship. 

Participants noted the value of small groups gathering for devotional prayer – calling to mind, 
“where two or three are gathered in my name.” The recitation of the rosary, individually or in a 
group, was highly valued as was Eucharistic Adoration especially during Lent. Opportunities to 
gather with a faith-filled individual for prayer and Communion were especially valued by the 
homebound. Some participants who attend Bible Study have found that it enhances their 
overall prayer life and understanding and enables them to hear the Word of God in liturgy. Still 
others questioned the lack of usage of “General Confession” (Rite II for Reconciliation) and 
strongly urged the re-examination of this rite to help people become more aware of human 
sinfulness and God’s abundant mercy.       

Above all, we must remember that our primary mission is to facilitate an encounter with Christ.   

 

V. Co-Responsible in the Mission 

The theme of co-responsibility in mission is threaded through responses to other themes.  In 
this response, we focus on ways in which participants spoke to living out their baptismal call in 
action.  One respondent mentioned Pope Francis’ recent book, Let Us Dream in which he invites 
us to “Observe, Judge and Act.”  We must begin, as Vatican II urged us to do, by reading “the 
signs of the times.”  Participants identified “signs” that call for action – such as poverty, racism, 
violation of human rights, disrespect for human life at all stages - and suggested that we need 
to be educated on these issues.  But studying the issues is not enough.  As one respondent who 
works in the inner city observed, people who are being forced to make the hardest decisions of 
their lives are met with lack of compassion.  We need to return to the basics: “love one 
another, forgive one another, don’t judge, help the poor.”  Another pointed out that we need 
to face the reality of institutional racism.  Underlying the consideration of all these issues 
appears to be the need to study and hopefully embrace a consistent life ethic.   

Surprisingly, two social justice issues that did not emerge in the discussion are war and the 
environment.  Perhaps the fact that some of the listening sessions took place before the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine accounts in part for the silence on war.  Perhaps more surprising, 
and dare we say disappointing, was the silence on the environmental crisis.  We need as a 
parish and diocese to revisit Laudato Sí.  
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  VI.  Dialogue in Church and Society 

This theme and its suggested questions highlight the centrality of dialogue to a synodal church.  
An image of ever-widening concentric circles may serve to illustrate this process of dialogue at 
multiple levels – parish, diocese, neighboring diocese, religious communities, associations and 
movements, and so on.  Dialogue partners include persons in Christian denominations, other 
religions, and non-believers as well as other sectors of society.   A synodal church is not an 
isolated church; it is an engaged and collaborative church.     

Dialogue is a mark of a listening church as our response to Theme III illustrates.   Participants in 
the listening sessions commented on the characteristics of dialogue and pointed to some areas 
where dialogue is essential and urgent.   Participants recognized that dialogue presumes 
openness, a willingness to listen respectfully, communicate honestly, and a readiness to learn 
from the other.  Dialogue also presumes a clarity and groundedness in one’s own position, in 
this instance in one’s faith.   There needs to be a search for common ground. 

Wherever there is diversity, dialogue is necessary.  We need:   

• Dialogue between right and left/ progressive and conservative and the “middle” 
• Dialogue between men and women in ministry 
• Ecumenical and interfaith dialogues  
• Dialogue with people who have different ethical standards and lifestyles 

People of different faiths provide insights that may help us see ourselves more clearly and 
understand our faith more deeply. 

Participants look for leadership from the diocese and particularly from the bishop in promoting 
ecumenical and interfaith dialogue.  Rochester has been in the forefront of Jews and Catholics 
and Muslims and Catholics working together creating alliances – the Jewish-Catholic Covenant 
and the Catholic-Muslim Agreement – that have become models for interfaith relations. In the 
face of increasing anti-Semitism and of Islamophobia, visible expressions of solidarity with Jews 
and Muslims including public statements and appearances by the Catholic leadership and laity 
and particularly by the bishop are urgently needed.    

 

VII.  With Other Christian Denominations  

As might be expected, reflection on this theme overlapped with what is reported in response to 
Theme VI.   In addition, participants expressed a desire for grass-roots contact and conversation 
with Christians of other denominations – recognizing that we have much to learn from one 
another, especially in the areas of fellowship and community building.  Protestant churches 
face issues similar to ours such as greying congregations and the absence of young people.   
One participant, an Evangelical Christian, shared their experience in a very large congregation 
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which created small communities (based on gender, special interests, marital status, and age) – 
all of which focused on what it means to be a true disciple of Jesus and on how Jesus and 
church are relevant in our lives.  We need to provide opportunities for joining in prayer and 
faith-sharing.  Some such opportunities already occur in senior residences and nursing homes 
as people enjoy the ministry of clergy and pastoral ministers from various denominations.  
Perhaps we might have pulpit exchanges as well.  

The separation of Christian churches is painful and especially so when it comes to sharing in the 
Eucharist.  The longing for Christian unity is deep and there is support for continued and 
intensified ecumenical dialogue that may one day help restore the unity of Christians.  

 

VIII. Authority and Participation 

First, it must be noted once again that there is a crisis of trust and credibility in the Catholic 
Church.  The sexual abuse crisis and the cover-up have certainly contributed to the lack of trust.  
Rebuilding trust is not easy but it is essential.   

The discussion of the synodal church as a participatory and co-responsible Church focused on 
ministry in all its forms – both ordained and lay.   Participants raised a variety of concerns in 
relation to ordained ministry.  A dominant theme was the priest shortage and aging priests.  
The stark reality of declining numbers is of grave concern in a church that grounds its life in the 
Eucharistic celebrations.  Participants suggested the church needs to revisit the discipline of 
celibacy as a requirement for priesthood as well as to reconsider the question of the ordination 
of women.   Though not all are in favor of married priests and women priests, it was evident 
that both deserve further exploration.  Participants noted that they find arguments offered to 
support mandatory celibacy for priests and to oppose women’s ordination to be unconvincing.  
On the other hand, a few stated unequivocal support for both.  

Priest formation was of concern to some participants who noted the clericalism of some priests, 
particularly among those recently ordained whom some participants describe as too 
conservative and hierarchical in their approach.   Education and formation of priests should 
occur with laity, not in separation from them.  Isolation of seminarians from laity and from 
women in particular does little to prepare them to work comfortably and fruitfully in ways that 
are collaborative and encourage lay participation.   There was support for returning to the 
practice of a pastoral year for seminarians as an integral part of their formation; seminarians 
need to experience life in the parish as part of their seminary experience.  There was also a call 
for the re-establishment of a review board (similar to the former Priest Formation Board) which 
includes priests and laity.   

Formation of lay leaders is another area of concern.  The Diocese of Rochester was in the 
forefront of preparing lay ministers and lay leaders (pastoral associates, catechetical leaders, 
and pastoral administrators).  It is all the more necessary that we continue to encourage lay 
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ministry today not only because of a priest shortage but because lay women and men have gifts 
for pastoral ministry and leadership which we very much need.   

A call for fuller participation of women in leadership and ministry – including women serving as 
pastoral administrators, women preaching, ordination of women to the diaconate, and 
ordination to women to the priesthood – was widespread, as noted above, though not all are in 
support of women’s ordination.  Those who oppose women’s ordination do not see it as matter 
of equality.  They believe that women have their roles in the Church.  They see Mary as a model 
for women in the Church.  Others insist that all forms of ministry require skills that have nothing 
to do with gender.  As one respondent, observed, “the hierarchy is hiding behind Jesus to limit 
full participation and to maintain power and control.”  Another said:  "if we are all made in the 
image of God, if the Spirit has been poured out on all why are women not allowed to 
participate fully in ministry and leadership?”  

Participants recognized the heavy and sometimes unrealistic demands on all members of parish 
staffs – on priests who are assigned multiple parishes and have to deal with multiple 
administrative responsibilities as well as on parish leaders and pastoral ministers who are also 
overworked.  Burn-out is an issue for all ministers – ordained and lay.   Parish staffs need 
support and encouragement to do their jobs.  

 

IX. Discerning and Deciding 

Inviting people to participate in listening sessions, conducted in a prayerful manner mindful of 
the presence of the Holy Spirit in our midst, as the first step in the synodal process sends a 
signal about the value of and commitment to participation in decision-making.   This 
consultative step will model the reality of a synodal church if the input of the sessions is 
actually taken into account at the local, national and global level.  Participants in most of the 
sessions expressed the hope that they were not simply “going through the motions.”  They 
expressed the desire to see the reports submitted by the parish and by the diocese.  Sharing 
these reports is an example of transparency and accountability. More generally, participants 
observed that decisions affecting all areas of life are made by ordained men. It is time that laity 
play an integral part in decisions that affect their lives and the future of the church.  

We need to develop strong and open channels of communication between the bishops and the 
laity.  Moreover, locally, participants called for the reinstatement of the Bishop’s Pastoral 
Council. 

Participants called for greater transparency particularly, in the selection of new bishops. A way 
for priests and laity to have a say in the process needs to be developed.   
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X. Forming Ourselves in Synodality 

In describing this theme, the “Synod Questions and Themes” notes: “The spirituality of 
journeying together is called to become an educational principle for the formation of the 
human person and of the Christian, of the families, and of the communities.”  Participants 
offered responses which flesh out the intent of the theme.   

First is the issue of formation which participants saw as an ongoing process of education 
beginning in childhood and continuing throughout adulthood.   While deep appreciation for 
Catholic schools and their role in formation led participants to lament the demise of the system 
which made Catholic schools possible, there was a recognition that we can no longer finance 
these schools today.  However, there needs to be an effort to keep open or re-open Catholic 
schools in areas in which they are most needed, namely in inner city parishes.   Development 
and support of religious education programs and youth ministry continue to be a priority. 

 Second is the need for adult education whether in parishes, co-sponsored by several parishes, 
or offered by the diocese.  St. Bernard’s on the Road offered adult education opportunities in 
the past.   As theological topics and questions about moral issues surfaced in the listening 
sessions, it became clear that there was both interest in and a need for continual education.  It 
was noted that people do not understand what Vatican II was about and how it spoke for and 
to the whole church.  Vatican II opened doors which some leaders are intent on closing.  Hence, 
we find ourselves in the midst of culture wars. 

Third is the recognition that just as synodality is a way of being church, it is also a way of living 
out the faith, a spirituality.   Synodality invites a lived response to Jesus in all of life and in all of 
life stages. Responding to the question, how do you live out your faith, several older 
participants shared these practices: 

“Simple, gentle courtesy because you don’t know what crosses people are carrying.” 

“Everyone carries a burden in some way.” 

“At this stage of life, we are very limited in what we can do; we can always pray though. 
We are a lot more powerful than we think we are.” 

 

 

 


