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Opportunities for encounter proved to be the greatest gift on the way of the local action and 

diocesan phase of the Synod: For a Synodal Church as experienced in the Diocese of Springfield 

in Massachusetts of the United States. The opportunity to encounter presented itself in the generous 

and diligent efforts of many lay men and women, pastors, priests, women and men religious, 

volunteers, and more with the purpose to inform, to invite, to share, to listen, to discern. To practice 

an exercise in mutual listening1. To manifest an openness to the Holy Spirit and to one another. To 

cultivate a listening and contemplative heart. In a spirit of prayerful reflection and welcome 

discernment we have begun to journey together much like the disciples on the road to Emmaus. 

NOW THAT VERY DAY 

Understanding the Church in our time and place will help us as we aspire to journey together, 

knowing where we have been and where we are now. The Diocese of Springfield is found in the 

commonwealth of Massachusetts, serving the four western counties (Berkshire, Franklin, 

Hampden, and Hampshire counties).  The particular church that is the Diocese of Springfield was 

erected in 1870 from territory of what is now the Archdiocese of Boston. At its founding and for 

its first decades, industry and agriculture were the strongest economic drivers of the region with 

large migrant populations from Ireland, Poland, Italy, and French speaking parts of Canada 

establishing local communities. Villages and cities along the rivers and streams of western 

Massachusetts filled the valleys and mill towns hosted small schools and multiple missions serving 

the growing populations.  

Today, the number of parishes stands at 79 with 7 missions comprising 199,289 Catholics (roughly 

19.4% of the general population2). There are over 3,300 students educated in local Catholic 

elementary schools, two high schools, and two Catholic colleges. 79 diocesan priests and 56 

religious priests actively serve the needs of the faithful with 54 retired priests and 108 permanent 

deacons. Over 260 religious sisters are also in service, in ministry, and in cloistered life within the 

territory of the Diocese of Springfield. One Catholic hospital operates in western Massachusetts, 

in the company of five other large hospitals serving the local population. Many healthcare facilities 

and assisted living centers are to be found in each area of the region, including some religious 

institutions or those enterprises located in former religious houses. 

It is believed that over 60 churches and accompanying buildings have been closed in recent 

decades, with the reality of parish mergers contributing to a sense of the decline of Catholic 

population and shifting demographics. While the visible presence of many churches remains, the 

population of faithful in regular practice of the sacraments and weekly Mass attendance has 

diminished. What was once a flourishing local and migrant church, the Church of Springfield today 

has become much more mission-oriented, with new migrations from Spanish-language 

backgrounds, various religious denominations attracting former Catholics, and the cultural 

preponderance and national reality of a large segment of the population professing no religious 

affiliation. Nostalgia for former strength and numbers of local church life remains very much real 

in the minds of many faithful, yet eagerness for the potential of authentic Catholic renewal 

accompanies many prayers and thoughts. 

In October 2020, the tenth Bishop of Springfield was named. The Most Rev. William Byrne, 

formerly a parish priest in the Archdiocese of Washington, received episcopal consecration and 

 
1 Cf. Pope Francis, Address to the Diocese of Rome, 18 September 2021. 
2 Diocesan Statistics, as of December 2020 (https://diospringfield.org/statistics) 
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was installed on December 14, 2020 in the Cathedral of St. Michael the Archangel in Springfield, 

Massachusetts. 

Following the opening of the Synod at the universal level by Pope Francis on October 10, 2021, 

Bishop William Byrne of Springfield celebrated a Ritual Mass for the Opening of a Synod on 

October 17, 2021 in the Cathedral of St. Michael the Archangel. Throughout the months of 

September and October a local Synod Team was established comprising six members of lay, 

religious, and clergy which regularly met to study the documents and expectations of the Synod: 

For a Synodal Church and to assess considerations for the local action. During these initial months, 

the Synod Team concentrated on studying the contents of the Vademecum which prepared the 

team for the processes to be used in implementing the synod action and holding consultations 

within our diocese. Additionally, the team reviewed the Preparatory Document and guidelines 

distributed by the Holy See and the USCCB, as well as participating in dialogue with other 

dioceses and synodal representatives. 

The Synod Team sought volunteer and pastor recommendations on effecting the local synod action 

over the course of the first months of 2022. From these recommendations as well as information 

meetings and training sessions throughout the diocese in January and February, the team developed 

documents and materials to be used for further information and education on the synod throughout 

the diocese with parish resources, diocesan timeline, social media examples and posts, written 

articles, local and Catholic media outreach, sample Universal Prayer and recommendations for 

Synod Prayer use, and specifically two guides: “Synod Information Guide” and “Diocesan 

Consultation Guide”. The former provided a general overview of synodality with letters from the 

bishop and the team, statements from Pope Francis, and local timeframe. The latter presented an 

overview of the process for conducting a consultation, a preparation guide for facilitators, the 

course of the meeting, guidelines for effective sharing, participant guide (which was made 

available to all at local consultations), and responsibilities of facilitators and notetakers/scribes.  

While a core committee continued to plan and prepare for upcoming synod actions (e.g. outreach 

and invitation, reception of local syntheses, planning for development and drafting of diocesan 

report, organizing Pre-Synod Meeting), the Synod Team itself expanded to over one hundred 

trained and interested volunteers including facilitators, notetakers, translators, and local organizers 

and promoters called “Synod Ambassadors”. These “Synod Ambassadors” and local volunteers 

truly effected the work of the Synod throughout the four counties of western Massachusetts in 

local parishes, houses of correction, senior centers, various colleges/high schools, multi-language 

settings, religious congregations and monasteries, two Ecumenical & Interfaith groups, senior 

citizen groups, soup kitchens, assisted living centers, and LGBTQ+ group meetings. Consultations 

were held actively and broadly throughout March and April of 2022, with some still taking place 

in May. 

With the fundamental question “A synodal Church, in announcing the Gospel, ‘journeys together’: 

How is this journeying together happening today in your local Church? What steps does the Holy 

Spirit invite us to take in order to grow in our ‘journeying together’?”, local consultations also 

considered the follow-up questions: “What would you tell Pope Francis? What would you tell 

Bishop Byrne?” These questions would prompt participants in their consideration of the 

fundamental question and orient their reflections according to the universal and particular nature 

of the Church. Other prompts were made available should the facilitator need further assistance in 

running the course of the consultations. 
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While the Diocese of Springfield here in Massachusetts has previously held listening sessions on 

various topics (specifically the ramifications of the closure of parish churches and of the clergy 

sex abuse scandal), the consultations held for the current Synod were developed as opportunities 

for first encounter and exercises in mutual listening. These consultations were to be open settings 

for free sharing following reflection and openness to the Holy Spirit and one another. While 

listening sessions in the past had revolved around pre-determined themes, often directed at 

individual persons or offices, these synod consultations were all-encompassing and responses were 

self-motivated by the participants. All consultations were encouraged to begin with the Adsumus 

Sancte Spiritus Prayer and a reading of the Gospel account of the Road to Emmaus3 followed by 

brief silence and personal reflection. Multiple rounds of sharing would be encouraged and a brief 

synthesis would be offered by the notetaker, inviting one last round of sharing, before a simple 

prayer and expression of gratitude for participation would close the meeting. All comments and 

considerations were welcome and confidential and various means of contribution and submission 

were facilitated.  

The Synod Team promoted two methods of consultation: formal and informal. Formal 

consultations were scheduled and structured around a specific timeframe and course of meeting 

with round-table sharing and prayerful reflection. Some formal consultations took place in stably 

established groups and regular meetings, such as monthly Pastoral Council meetings, Knights of 

Columbus gatherings, women’s guilds, religious congregation conventions, following Sunday 

Mass coffee hours, prior to Bingo games, etc. Informal consultations were less structured settings 

where individuals could offer their reflections in person over a dinner table or at a coffee shop; by 

written and/or anonymous submission on printed synod cards; or by virtual submission by email 

or an online webform. The opportunity to participate and offer reflections on how the Church is 

journeying together was eagerly and strenuously sought after and enabled. 

TWO OF THEM WERE GOING 

In March and April 2022, the active phase of the local synod action ran its most thorough course. 

Local consultations were scheduled and held in parish halls, community centers, and various 

settings where people, Catholic and non-Catholic, would gather. Open consultations (as opposed 

to those that took place in stably established groups) were posted on a diocesan website and 

calendar, which allowed for any and all persons to participate at their convenience and proximity. 

The local synodal effort was directed at fostering the simplicity of encounters and creating 

opportunities for contemplation and shared consideration. While several consultations took place 

outside the parish campuses (such as the above listed senior centers, houses of correction, etc.), 

the majority of settings were parish halls and church centers, with some holding multiple 

opportunities for meeting. Roughly forty parishes actively participated in hosting consultations 

with submissions of syntheses (36 at the time of the Pre-Synod meeting, with several syntheses 

submitted thereafter). Some thirty non-parish locations, such as care facilities and local 

organizations, also engaged the synod effort. Over 300 local volunteers were involved at the 

diocesan, parish, and local levels, with over 3,350 participants counted. 

While three times more participants declared themselves Roman Catholic, other religious groups 

represented included Protestant, Jewish, and other affiliations. The language spoken was 

predominantly English, with several consultations in Spanish. Similarly, the vast majority of 

participants were Caucasian, with a percentage of African American and Hispanic participants. 

 
3 Lk. 24:13-35 
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The age range of those who offered reflections included those from age 6 to 90+. The 

overwhelming majority of participants were over the age of 60. A percentage of comments were 

submitted and received virtually, with no demographic information. 

With several hundred consultations held and comments received, both formally and informally, 

and over three thousand participants offering reflections in person, in writing, in heartfelt 

contribution, a wide variety of the population has been represented. These included students in 

university, faithful in parish halls, cloistered religious. They were mothers, fathers, husbands, 

wives, and families as well as schoolchildren, single persons, married couples, divorced 

individuals, same-sex attracted people, retirees, working professionals, seniors, homebound, 

homeless, incarcerated, Marginalized, priests, deacons, women religious, apostolic and 

contemplative. Any and all were welcome and invited. 

WHILE THEY WERE CONVERSING AND DEBATING 

Even before consultations were taking place, struggles in our journeying together became clear. 

Apprehensions about the synod itself, especially as exemplified in Germany, caused trepidation in 

certain areas and among various individuals, including local leaders, active faithful, and church 

personnel. Engaging the full participation of faithful and non-faithful alike proved to be 

challenging. Synod Information Meetings allowed to alleviate some concerns, but lingering 

suspicions persisted.  

At the same time, cautious hopefulness and renewed enthusiasm presented themselves among 

others. Some who felt that the Church had not been regularly present to them now saw an 

opportunity for renewed encounter. A new conversation was beginning. 

Grateful for the presence and participation of many who engaged in the synodal action and the 

opportunity to offer reflections, as the people of western Massachusetts we recognize great 

difficulties in our coming together. A perduring lack of trust directs many conversations while 

pandemic isolation, coupled with entrenched politicization, have only contributed to further 

separation. Resentments over the closure of parish churches and frustrations over the clergy sex 

abuse scandal (and the response to it) continue to reflect deep hurts in the hearts, minds, and 

memories of many. Confusion about the teachings of the Church, divergent experiences of 

worship, divisive moral discussions in public life, conflicting pronouncements of ecclesial leaders 

are also issues of discord and disunity. 

JESUS HIMSELF DREW NEAR AND WALKED WITH THEM, BUT THEIR EYES WERE 

PREVENTED FROM RECOGNIZING HIM 

With the basic considerations listed above, a wounded sense of belonging is apparent in our 

journey together. Although many expressed great love for the Church, a sensation of 

disconnectedness, a joyful nostalgia given over to current woefulness, and a painful lack of 

community accompany that love. While memories and experiences of parish family celebrations, 

caring priests, encouraging Sisters, loving bonds of friendship, passionate preaching, reverent 

worship, doctrinal clarity, engaging catechesis gave vibrancy to many reflections, the present 

realities appear paled in luster. Many expressed concern that the experience of the Church today 

is not the Church founded by and faithful to Jesus Christ. Many feel as they no longer belong or 

the Church is not welcoming and that there is need for a culture of inclusivity. Their family 

situation, marital status, or experience of personal identity seem to be incongruous with that which 

is believed the Church teaches or professes. Serious confusion, misinformation, and misconception 

is manifest in the local church. 
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While many would say their personal encounters with pastors and priests have been so often 

nurturing and life-giving, others would express hurt, frustration, and alienation. Priests in 

particular have been positive, while priests in general have been negative. Similarly, love and 

gratitude for Bishop Byrne (and his beloved black lab, Zélie) was often shared, while experiences 

and concerns about the witness of bishops in general were less optimistic. Whether it be in 

particular or in general, the people of western Massachusetts often look to our priests and bishops, 

locally and nationally, for moral courage, pastoral sensitivity, consoling presence, discerning 

direction, spiritual help, professional propriety, joyful interaction, and authentic witness. 

Confusion about Catholic identity has left many calling for the Church to reflect more readily the 

“signs of the times” while also asking for greater clarity, precision, and rootedness from the Holy 

Father on Her sacred tradition and teachings. Calls for greater reverence in the Mass, respect for 

the pope/bishop/priests/religious/laity, joyfulness in the liturgy, access to devotions, more practical 

preaching, less political homilies, firmer messages on social issues, care for the environment, 

attention to the proper formation of seminarians, reverence for the Eucharist were all raised. The 

Divine Presence of Jesus, both in His Eucharistic and Mystical Body, the Church, is not easily 

recognized. 

LOOKING DOWNCAST 

As described by reflections shared over the course of many weeks, the woundedness and confusion 

of many years have caused a great sense of hopelessness and dismay. Those who participated 

expressed great love for the Church, citing their very participation as evidence, but also fear for 

the current direction. The sight of empty pews on Sunday mornings pains many throughout western 

Massachusetts. Great regrets and sorrow are revealed as to the absence of loved ones and the lack 

of practice of the faith among sons and daughters, granddaughters and grandsons. Lack of 

community has fostered isolation and loneliness. Not being recognized by name at a parish church 

one has attended for many years confirms this sense of personal distance and detachment. While 

many would express their love for being Catholic, others would express embarrassment, cynicism, 

and disillusionment. It appears that the faith we profess struggles to flourish, the Church we believe 

in has abandoned so many, and we go our way looking downcast. 

“WHAT SORT OF THINGS?” 

With the above considerations, an overarching theme emerges regarding the perception of the 

relevance of the Church, Her teachings, practices, and responsibilities in the life of the people of 

western Massachusetts. Many express frustration that the principal message of the Church today 

appears irrelevant to their lives, which are caught up in many competing obligations, priorities, 

and daily situations. A regular question raised would be “How relevant are the teachings of the 

Church to the lives of the people today?”. There is confusion about why the Church teaches what 

She does and lack of understanding about the reasoning and foundation of many doctrines and 

disciplines. 

Among these teachings a regular point of reflection was the nature of the human person. There 

appeared to be a divide between the teaching and conception of the Church regarding the human 

person and the lived experience and perception of the same by the people of western 

Massachusetts. In many consultations this centered on the area of sexuality. The question of human 

nature and the intrinsic order of sexuality was often raised, specifically in regards to same-sex 

attraction. This was often followed with calls for greater acceptance and welcome of those who 

identify as gay, lesbian, or otherwise, and a greater engagement of LGBTQ+ issues and concerns. 

Confusion about why the Church would not make these strides, especially in consideration of the 
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culture of contemporary society, was not only perplexing but often very frustrating and hurtful for 

many.  It appears that existing social ideologies support and many public communities welcome 

those who very often feel rejected by the Church, Her members, and even at times their own 

families. Conversely, great pressure is felt by those who do not identify as LGBTQ+ themselves 

but have family members and close friends who do, and so find themselves in a very difficult 

position. Tension arises when faithful men and women seemingly have to choose between their 

profession of the Faith and their love for family and friend. Concerns were likewise raised about 

the Church’s actions and outreach in this regard with alarm for prominent religious speakers and 

clergymen who appear to actively and publicly reject the Church’s teachings. Frustrations were 

raised that certain Church leaders nationally and locally do not support those who struggle with 

same-sex attraction yet aspire to live chastely. Authentic and appropriate accompaniment that does 

not confirm individuals in sin is longed for by many. Expressions of misunderstanding and 

bewilderment as to the Church’s restrictions on sexual activity before marriage appear to many as 

cause for the lack of engaged young people and their interest in the Catholic faith. Preliminary 

considerations and reflections seek discernment and dialogue as how to welcome those often 

marginalized in the life of the Church, especially in the area of Her teachings on sexuality.  

With the nature of the human person in regards to the theme of sexuality there naturally follows 

the theme of human life. Reflection and contribution were offered on the theme of life at 

conception, with calls for more active and assertive pro-life ministry, preaching, and outreach. At 

the same time support for a woman’s right to choose was also voiced. The theme of abortion and 

the Church’s response to it in the public arena was of concern for many4. Reflection was made 

upon the public opposition of professed Catholics in the political arena. Confusion and deliberation 

were evident in the area of contraception and the declared position of the Church in regards to birth 

control. Participants expressed concern this position was unrelatable to many young people in 

western Massachusetts, while several young adults voiced frustration that they were not readily 

affirmed or challenged to live out the Church’s teachings. 

Recent legislative actions in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts have called attention to 

reflection on “end-of-life” issues. Physician-assisted suicide and the proposed right to end one’s 

life peaceably were reflected upon in consideration of the nature of the human person. Calls for 

appropriate Catholic healthcare and greater proximity to those suffering terminal illness, especially 

in palliative, nursing, and assisted-living care were raised. Awareness of those with disabilities, 

especially the richness of their prayer and spiritual life in the midst of suffering and struggle, is 

highlighted and pursued, while also recognizing the difficulty or even lack of access to the 

sacraments and parish life these disabilities may present. Respect and support for healthcare 

workers and those who assist the ill or infirm is to be acknowledged. 

On the nature of the human person, the distinction between men and women, already implicit 

within the theme of sexuality, appears egregious in reflections upon access and opportunity. The 

historical and liturgical pronouncements of the Church would seem to some to demonstrate 

misogyny and a lack of true respect for women. Examples in the life of the Church, in Sacred 

Scripture, and in contemporary worship would be cited as indicative of such disrespect. The 

immaculate standard of the Blessed Mother is a joyful grace of reflection for some and an 

intimidatingly unattainable perfection for others.  The role of women in the Church, locally and 

universally, was raised, especially in the area of governance and ministry. Engagement of women 

 
4 N.B. At the time of consultations, a draft was leaked in the media of an opinion of the subsequent US Supreme Court Decision Dobbs v. 

Jackson Women’s Health Organization of 24 June 2022, which effectively overturned the prior ruling of Roe v. Wade of 22 January 1973. 
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in parish administration, diocesan leadership, and ecclesial authority is sought after and 

encouraged.  

Coupled with these considerations regarding governance in the particular and universal Church is 

the role of laity. The diversity of charisms among lay men and women are eagerly shared and 

expressed. The spiritual and devotional life of the laity in the experience of their vocation is a 

generous gift to the Church and cannot be contraposed to the consecrated or ordained vocation. 

Laypeople can be relied upon for greater insight and collaboration for the good of the Church. 

Reflections were offered on the nature of priesthood. The role of the priest, most often understood 

in the context of parish life, reflects the action and essence of priesthood. Participants gave voice 

to their love and appreciation of the priests in their life from their care and counseling, to their 

preaching and instruction, to their presence and heartfelt support in times of need. Concerns for 

their well-being and support were raised, with added apprehension about dwindling numbers, as 

well as respect, housing, and care for retired clergy in faithful and lifelong service. Priests are 

likewise regularly busied with administrative and management responsibilities (oftentimes better-

suited to lay expertise and involvement). Many priests serving in parishes, campus ministry, care 

facilities, special missions are often respected and beloved and their churches worthy of the stature 

of basilicas. 

While many reflections were offered on memories of joyful encounters and generous consolations, 

negative encounters caused deep hurt, disaffection, and the demise of an active practice of the 

faith. Painful memories would be recalled from many years and decades since and broken trust is 

not easily restored. Most especially painful were the realities of clergy sexual abuse and the 

communities in which predators appeared to have free reign. The perceived support, protection, 

and shielding of criminal clergy is destructive and reprehensible. 

While the actions of priests are readily recognized, for good or for ill, the essence and nature of 

priesthood is often obscured. The priest in active ministry and silent prayer is witnessed by many, 

clergy and lay alike, with varying expectations and perspectives. Calls for clarity on the role of the 

priest conformed to Christ the Eternal Priest, united to His Bride, the Church, resonated among 

several commentaries. This is especially present in reflecting upon the caliber and preparation of 

those entering priestly formation. The recruitment, selection, and acceptance of those called to the 

priesthood, and service in our diocese, demands diligence and scrutiny. Many have asked that 

those who exhibit qualities of harshness or unwelcome, of immaturity or heterodoxy, of sexual 

confusion or homosexual tendency, of rigidity or orthodoxy, of “liberal” persuasion or 

“conservative” inflexibility, of judgmentalism or syncretism not be admitted. Confusion exists 

when it appears some are not qualified to be accepted according to the Church and Her 

requirements, while those in service are not held to the same standard. Divisions among the priests 

are perceived and divisive among the faithful and the clergy themselves, with ideological and 

generational differences apparent. Feelings of vulnerability and indefensibility persist and stifle 

the joyful exercise and unitive brotherhood of those called to serve. The expressed and evidenced 

joy of priesthood can more easily attract priestly vocations than the policies, programs, and 

prerogatives of manufactured efforts. 

Questions were raised as to why priests cannot marry. Misunderstanding as to the discipline of an 

unmarried clergy further exacerbated the anxieties about a lack of vocations. Questions were raised 

as to why women cannot be priests. A male-only priesthood appears to reinforce the perception 

that women are not respected in the Church and that an inequality exists between male and female. 

The person who stands in the person of Christ at the altar and preaches from the ambo/pulpit is not 
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easily recognized or understood in the dimensions presented by the Church in contemporary 

society with modern sensibilities. Clearer teaching, reflection, and discernment on the nature of 

priesthood echoes in the reflections of many synod participants.   

With considerations on the vocation of Holy Orders, there were likewise many reflections on the 

vocation of Marriage. Many participants recognize fewer sacramental marriages among the people 

of western Massachusetts. Calls for better marriage preparation were voiced with experiences 

varied across the diocese. Limited resources are available to those who are newly married and 

starting young families. Support for these families as well as those in struggling marriages is 

requested.  

The Church’s teaching on the indissolubility and permanence of marriage is not readily shared by 

many throughout this region. The nature of commitment is understood differently today than in 

generations past. Once resolution has been made to divorce, individuals find themselves at odds 

with the communion of the Church. Discernment on how to welcome and accept those who are 

divorced and civilly remarried is pursued. The process of tribunal study and the pursuit of 

declarations of nullity (often called “annulments”) are initiated with reticence and often only out 

of obligation. The disclosure of personal details, the duration and expense, and the necessity of the 

process at all is not easily understood. 

Reflections on the nature of parish life were offered as the parish church was most often the 

spiritual home of participants in the synod consultations. Many memories and present joys of 

prayer, sacraments, community gathering, and welcome were offered. Calls for greater access to 

the sacraments, particularly confession, were registered.  

Resentments lingered at the lack of access to churches during the public lockdown and Covid-19 

pandemic. Participants asked for a more sacramental character and welcoming environment in 

their parishes with more youth events, civic activities, stronger relationships and leadership within 

the local community, parish excursions, regular family events, greater access to and adoration of 

Holy Communion, broader outreach to the marginalized, thorough preparation for the sacraments, 

lay participation in the liturgy, collaboration in the Universal Prayer / Prayers of the Faithful, as 

possible contributions. 

Increased engagement and invitation of those who have not returned after the pandemic closures 

were recognized as important. Community-building efforts and social activities that foster greater 

involvement and inter-parish action are pursued. Participants from large parishes expressed 

concerns about lack of such community, while those from smaller parishes reflected upon lack of 

activity. Interactions between parishes could be better engaged while also respecting the unique 

historical and cultural heritage of individual locations and regions of the diocese. Distance from 

the cathedral and diocesan see that is Springfield was particularly felt by those in the Berkshires 

and along the state borders. Parishioners very much appreciate their visits from the bishop (with 

surprise visits welcomed as well).  

Focus on the family was a regular refrain among consultations in the area of parish life, with 

emphasis on youth outreach and attracting those who have fallen away. More active recognition 

and acceptance of parish newcomers and visitors, with awareness of the uniqueness and novelty 

of Catholic worship for those not raised in the faith, would be a valuable effort. The life and 

vibrancy of the parish finds its flourishing in the collaboration of lay, clergy and religious, families 

and single persons, and all people who would find a welcome home in the company of Christ and 

one another. 
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SLOW OF HEART TO BELIEVE 

The sort of things that were reflected upon in our journey together demonstrate struggles in 

engagement, understanding, and evangelization. To grasp the mysteries of the Church and foster 

discipleship in Christ proves challenging in the social, political, economic, and ecclesial 

environment of today’s wider community. Perceiving the relevance of a life and faith in Jesus, 

recognizing Him in the teachings of His Apostles and their successors, and conforming one’s life 

to His ways requires boldness and invitation as shared by many. Efforts to develop catechesis and 

expand evangelizing outreach are encouraged and requested.  

Disillusionment about the Church, Her teachings, and the Faith itself causes limited evangelization 

and furtherance of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Training on how to effectively evangelize and invite 

considerations of faith among the catechized and uncatechized alike is recommended. 

Evangelization that articulates the Gospel message and the truths of the Church requires clarity on 

Catholic identity and culture with a further reflection on what it means to belong to the Church. 

Rootedness in Catholic witness, ritual, signs, and hymnody can form foundational experiences and 

evangelical efforts. 

As often expressed, there is a limited understanding of the Church’s teachings and the reasoning 

behind many positions. This lack of knowledge is coupled with a distrust of the teaching authority 

of many institutions, ecclesial leaders, and even the Church Herself. Greater study of the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church is considered, with the Baltimore Catechism and its precision 

noted and proposed as a valuable tool. Catechetical programs, especially adult education and 

continuing formation, are further resources that would benefit from development and 

augmentation. Ongoing education after the immediate sacramental preparation provided for the 

Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults as well as the Sacrament of Confirmation for young persons 

has been earnestly reflected upon. Support and diligent training of catechists at the parish and 

diocesan level would be most welcome with acknowledgement of the many volunteers who 

tirelessly and generously give of themselves in our religious education programs today. 

Alongside catechesis in general, the gift of Catholic education was often reflected upon. 

Considerations were offered regarding its relevance, durability, attractiveness, and orthodoxy in 

today’s world. Concerns about the disengagement of young families or lack of support for their 

contemporary needs were often raised, with hopefulness that Catholic education be easily available 

and reflective of modern sensibilities. Support for parents as the primary educators of their children 

is entreated and requests for tuition-free education are heard. Catholic schools remaining open was 

a lasting concern with desire that provision be made for those places and parishes that cannot afford 

to maintain academic rigor, qualified teachers, and interested parties. 

In addition to the network of Catholic schools in western Massachusetts, considerations were 

tendered on religious education and faith formation programs throughout the Diocese of 

Springfield. Many locations struggle to provide substantive engagement of families and children. 

Distractions abound for parents seeking to raise their children in the Faith, with the pressure of 

sports and secular youth activities encroaching on Sunday morning or weekend religious 

education. Weekdays are filled with various errands and obligations as well as after-school 

programs. Sensitivity and awareness of racial, language, developmental, or special needs is to be 

considered. The caliber and engagement of directors of religious education, school principals, 

volunteer catechists, and working teachers was often reflected upon. Catholic education and faith 

formation deserve attention, support, and augmentation. Authentic and engaging catechesis with 

appealing evangelization and joyful outreach can help enrich hearts and lead us to believe. 
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GOING ON FARTHER 

Though the disciples began slow of heart to believe, the journey together with the Lord continues 

on. There is eagerness to bring more men and women of western Massachusetts to a personal and 

abiding encounter with Jesus Christ, especially among those who have not had an opportunity to 

know Him or those who can come to know Him all the better. Calls to not be afraid in offering the 

gifts and truths of the Faith are raised. In parishes and homes, many are invited to open wide the 

doors to Christ. 

Many women and men, clergy and lay, have found in prayer and reflection the inspiration to trust, 

to call on the Holy Spirit, to follow in the Lord’s ways. The Synodal effort is an invitation of Pope 

Francis at the prompting of the Holy Spirit. While reticence and caution may linger, there is 

confidence and hopefulness to allow the Holy Spirit to direct our hearts and minds. While many 

would fear the world is sinking and drowning without even knowing it, the man and woman of 

faith implores God’s grace and perceives a purification in His life-giving waters. Participants invite 

one another to prayer and sacrifice so to go farther in the companionship of the Lord. It is the 

prayer of saints and faithful that the Church be made wholly teachable in the truth of Jesus Christ 

and to be receptive to what is good and true and beautiful. Though darkness may shroud the way 

before us and a time to retire is required, the Lord Himself journeys with us. He is the way, the 

truth, and the life. 

“STAY WITH US” 

With our reflections, we have experienced opportunities for trust, opportunities for encounter, 

opportunities to follow. Much gratitude is offered for the experience of listening to one another 

and allowing each to be heard. The chance to stay together in prayerful reflection and in 

consultation of our hopes and dreams, motivated by contemplation and mutual respect, proves an 

enriching exercise. 

Many participants found the occasions fulfilling such that they invited others to come and 

participate. The movement of grace in the hearts and minds of the people of western Massachusetts 

challenges us to reach out to many more to join and stay with us. If there is darkness, how can 

there be light if there is no one to share the light? 

THEIR EYES WERE OPENED 

The light of grace for many faithful and friends is the experience of worship in our parish churches, 

religious communities, and campus chapels. Sunday Mass, as well as religious devotions, the 

sacred liturgy, perpetual adoration, daily Masses, charismatic events, bible studies, choral pieces, 

spiritual retreats, eucharistic processions, rosary sodalities, and other local actions, groups, and 

events are but a few of the opportunities that the people of western Massachusetts participate in 

praise, prayer, and worship. In many ways, their eyes are opened to the Lord’s presence. The 

Eucharist is the source and summit of the Christian life and a clear sign of divine presence. 

Heartfelt reflection is offered on attention to His real presence with deep sorrow that many do not 

recognize Him, even among practicing Catholics. The diocesan Year of the Eucharist is a welcome 

initiative to awaken senses to the Eucharistic Lord with desire that it be ever focused on that 

mission. Preaching and catechesis are called for on the mystery of His real presence. 

Further, exposure to the Blessed Sacrament is earnestly entreated. Perpetual adoration is a 

tremendous gift and a particular devotion of many. For some it is unique, for others it is unknown, 

for still others it is one among many. The access to and openness of churches, even physically, is 

a common refrain, especially in light of pandemic restrictions. Opportunities for the homebound 
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and those in hospital or nursing homes to participate in Eucharistic worship is necessary. Online 

and televised presentations of the Mass are welcomed though reception of Holy Communion is 

preferred to only spiritual communion. 

Reverence at the Mass is an important and deeply held concern. The practice of prayer and 

assistance at the altar are keys to spiritual growth and a life of holiness. The sacred liturgy and the 

celebration of the Eucharist was the subject of many contributions with, at times, conflicting 

reflections. Better substance is requested, with fuller understanding, greater flexibility, clearer 

language, deeper silence, intentional action, expressive joy, and authentic reverence. Preaching is 

too long and homilies are too short. The liturgy feels rushed and Mass is too slow. Lay participation 

should be enhanced and only clergy should serve or read. The celebration of Mass with greater 

liveliness, less expression, frequent silence, better attention, facing the people, ad orientem, less 

focus on the priest, more uplifting, community-oriented, and always with visible joy. 

The reception of Holy Communion is an area of great reflection and consideration among those 

consulted. The distribution of the Eucharist requires less judgment, greater discretion, freedom 

from grave sin, and more preparedness. Too many people approach Holy Communion and 

everyone should receive the Blessed Sacrament. Participants propose that more should be welcome 

yet also only those with proper disposition. The posture for receiving Holy Communion whether 

on the tongue or in the hand, whether kneeling or standing, with altar rails or without, was shared 

heartfully in many reflections.  The use of Extraordinary Ministers of Holy Communion is overly 

exaggerated and willingly appreciated. Some seek access to both species, that is the Sacred Host 

and Precious Blood, and consideration is extended to those unable to receive in our parishes, 

particularly due to celiac disease or gluten-intolerance. Awareness of people’s sensitivities is 

raised especially among those with the aforementioned gluten-intolerance, animal allergies, 

hearing impairment, limited attention, and profusion of distractions. 

The experience and free exercise of the Extraordinary Form of the Mass according to the 

Tridentine Rite also known as the Latin Mass is reflected upon. Calls ring for greater access and 

availability in western Massachusetts with concerns that it is too severely repressed yet some have 

shared it is unsuitably allowed and artificially promoted. Likewise, greater respect for the 

principles of the Second Vatican Council and its liturgical emphasis is to be promoted or allowed 

to subside. Signs of division exist and many are hurt when considering the availability of the 

Extraordinary Form of the Mass. 

Reflections upon the sacrifice of the Mass, the worship of the Holy Eucharist, the celebration of 

the Liturgy, the nearness to the Word of God, the presence of Jesus, all reverberated in many hearts 

and minds. The desire to live sacramentally is manifest in the synod consultations, especially in 

the availability of confessions and the preparation and support of sacramental marriage. Access to 

the Mass in various languages and among diverse communities is sought after, including Hispanic 

ministry and the Black Catholic apostolate. Greater availability of deeper spiritual and charismatic 

events such as Faith on Fire rallies, Life in the Spirit seminars, Cursillo retreats, teen and young 

adult conferences, and camps such as provided by the former New Spirit ministry were all singled 

out and contemplated. Marian devotions, Eucharistic processions, rosary recitations, praise & 

worship opportunities, Bible studies breaking open the Word, and many public expressions of 

worship all assist in opening eyes to Christ Jesus in our midst. 

BUT HE VANISHED FROM THEIR SIGHT 

As the members of the Mystical Body of Christ, the People of God, that is the Church, we embody 

holy communion. In sacramental communion with Christ and in a spirit of communion with one 
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another, we are commissioned to go and proclaim His Word in our daily lives. Most especially we 

are called to live out the Gospels and to engender Jesus in ourselves. We often do not recognize 

Him but He is ever present. 

Many reflections have encouraged that we see Christ Jesus in one another. To recognize Him 

present in our churches in the Holy Eucharist. To know Him active in our schools, hospitals, 

prisons, and homes. To encounter Him in the poor, the forgotten, the marginalized. To foster sight 

of Christ in one another. 

With this mission, faith in action and social justice are earnestly engaged. Outreach to those in 

poverty and among our homeless population cannot diminish. Support for ministries that care for 

those on the peripheries cannot be neglected. Clearer messages on divisive social issues, varying 

ideologies, racial tensions, critical theories, sexual violence, abuse of women, child endangerment, 

and political action are voiced. Greater care for those suffering depression, mental health 

difficulties, and addictions particularly drug abuse, pornography, alcohol, and beyond cannot lose 

attention. 

Care for the environment and our shared home, especially in this portion of God’s Creation in 

western Massachusetts, is welcome and endeavored. Calls are raised for a more active role in the 

conversation on climate change as well as focusing less on global warming. Socially responsible 

and ecologically friendly positions are encouraged. As the Lord Himself walked the Earth, so too 

do we. 

WERE NOT OUR HEARTS BURNING WITHIN US? 

The many reflections shared and considerations offered have led us to begin to recognize better 

our journey together. In that same action our hearts are moved by tremendous gratitude, profound 

sorrow, lingering resentment, feeble trust, eager passion, and stifled joy. There is a joy in the 

people of western Massachusetts and the faithful of the Diocese of Springfield, yet this joy 

struggles to rise to full expression. It is not easily manifest in our encounters or our journey 

together… but it is there. Catholic life can spring forth joy. 

Participants witnessed to this joy in their reflections and most accurately in their love for the 

Church. The Synod consultations provided an opportunity to reflect on our personal and shared 

love for Christ and His Church. Though we acknowledge that our love for the Church sometimes 

leads to fear of the future. Concerns about dwindling parishes, lack of vocations, rejection of loved 

ones, scars of abuse, profound woundedness and distrust weigh heavily on many hearts and build 

apprehension about what can be expected. 

Yet our hearts continue to burn within us. With joy and love we seek to communicate the Faith. 

We are invited to consider how to communicate better the truth of Christ, the teachings of His 

Church, the witness of divine love, and the grace of salvation. We are challenged to make greater 

use of social media and modern means of communication. We are encouraged to give voice to who 

Jesus is and who we are in Him. 

SET OUT AT ONCE 

With our consultations, we are eager to set out again and meet one another. Evangelization must 

be a running chord in new efforts. We are emboldened to set out on mission. We are committed to 

foster greater youth outreach and demonstrate how present the Church is and can be to our young. 

Enduring support for campus ministry, youth rallies, spiritual retreats among the young, and tools 

of discernment is paramount. It is our duty and task to equip our young for life in the world, but 

not of the world. 
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Joining our young and the responsibility to teach our children, we aspire to expand our pastoral 

outreach, minister to the lonely, remain present to our widows, invite those who often feel rejected, 

visit our homebound, foster inclusivity, and care for our suffering. We engage with greater 

dialogue our ecumenical partners and interfaith denominations. We ask for consultation and 

joyfully receive reflection. We seek to find those whom we have lost. We knock on hearts which 

seemed to be closed. We implore the Holy Spirit for the gifts necessary to bear good fruit. We are 

desirous of sharing the good news of the Risen Christ and inviting all to be involved in His salvific 

mission. We are eager for the good of the Church, the good of our families, and the good of all in 

western Massachusetts, especially those experiencing difficulty in the faith.  

THE TWO RECOUNTED WHAT HAD TAKEN PLACE ALONG THE WAY 

Over the course of several months, we have journeyed together in synodal consultation. 

Completing our active phase in May, the synod team and generous volunteers assisted with 

synthesis throughout June. Our Pre-Synodal Meeting was held on June 20, 2022 with in-person 

and livestreaming attendance and a presentation on the course of the work with its major themes. 

Shared consideration raised disappointment at the lack of participation in some areas, while those 

individuals who did participate expressed gratitude for the opportunity to be heard. Continuing 

discernment on the direction of the Church while seeking greater unity and collaboration among 

the people is desired though we acknowledge separations exist with need for prayer, humility, and 

trust. Further reflection continues to be invited and this diocesan synthesis will be a source of 

further dialogue already anticipated in the fall months. We are enthused to recount what has 

happened along the way and look eagerly together to the growth of faith in Christ and love for His 

Church here in western Massachusetts. 


