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Report of the Diocesan Synod on Synodality  

for the Diocese of Steubenville (Ohio, U.S.A.) - May, 2022 

  

I. Introduction 

 Bishop Jeffrey M. Monforton, Ordinary of the Diocese of Steubenville, in the Fall 

of 2021, called together a group to conduct and oversee the Synodal process. The 

members are Rev. James Dunfee, Vicar General, Sister Agnes Therese Davis, 

T.O.R., Debbie Riccardo (chair), Dr. Alan Schreck and Mrs. Nancy Schreck. After a 

number of meetings of this group with the bishop to discuss how the Synodal 

process was to be conducted according to the guidelines promulgated by the 

Church, the group held meetings in various parts of the diocese (and virtually via 

the internet) with pastors and those who were to facilitate the Synodal process in 

parishes, schools, religious communities and other groups. In these meetings the 

goals and process of the Synod were explained and questions answered. As noted 

below, in these initial sessions there was a mixture of openness to and interest in 

the purpose of the Synod and the synodal process itself, but also some questions 

(and even skepticism and suspicion expressed) about the necessity and purpose 

of the Synod, among those who were to facilitate the process. These latter 

attitudes, if they reflect the views of others in the diocese, may have contributed 

to the limitation in participation in the synodal process in the diocese. The 

diocesan newspaper was employed to explain and publicize the Synod and the 

process. Other means employed were communications to diocesan clergy, 

Catholic school officials and other constituents, announcements in parishes at 

Sunday masses, and information in parish bulletins.  The responses summarized in 

this report were gathered between November 2021 and April 2022. 

II. Effectiveness/Success of participation in the Synodal process 

Having been given latitude to organize listening sessions in their parishes and 

other groups according to their local situation, around two thirds of the 

respondents (e.g. in parishes, pastors or their delegates) sent to the Diocesan 

Steering committee (DSC) summaries of their sessions and/or a compilation of 

various verbatim comments.  From the beginning there appeared to be some 

confusion, mistrust and apathy toward the synodal process and the Synod itself.  

Some of this was fueled by concerns and fears of individuals influenced by media 
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and internet sources.  Some of the ambiguity and confusion perhaps was related 

to ignorance of the nature and importance of dialogue and listening.   Several felt 

that the synodal process was not fully explained, which led to confusion and 

possibly lack of participation. There was worry that the Synod would dissolve into 

a sort of poll-taking, exaggerating already pronounced divisions. Pastors attending 

listening sessions may have made some people less open to sharing. 

   Of those who responded, about one-half held listening sessions.  Participation 
was very limited.  Generating voluntary participation is a significant challenge.  In 
a way, one could look on those who took time to both speak and listen as being 
“on the periphery” (i.e. a minority) within their parish or Catholic organization. 
The parishes (of those responding) which did not hold listening sessions invited 
parishioners to submit input through other means (e.g. by e-mail, written 
comments, or questionnaires).  

    The summaries and compilations of comments submitted were, for the most 
part, individuals speaking their opinion on the local parish, the ordinary (i.e. the 
bishop), the liturgy (in their parish or in the universal church), and personal 
challenges they or their families face. 

    Positively, those who attended sessions and communicated their experiences 
and views were forthright.  There was an appreciation of the opportunity to 
communicate, if in some instances there was skepticism expressed about the 
value and purpose of the Synod and its process. Listening to another appeared to 
be a challenge for some.  Among the anxieties impeding listening to another, 
particularly a non-Catholic or Catholic living by a different moral code, a common 
theme was:  what about truth and what the Church teaches?  These anxieties, 
where they existed, cast a pallor of fear and suspicion.  Expressed in many 
different ways, most feel quite sharply the pain of fellow Catholics living a life 
other than the moral life of the Church’s teaching.  The concept of a “journey 
together” doesn’t make much sense to many, especially where such divergent 
life-styles and liturgical and spirituality differences exist within the Church.   

  In summary, while the input the DSC received through this synodal process is 
valuable, the limited nature of participation stands out as a unique challenge, 
obstacle and burden in understanding the movements of grace in the synodal 
sessions, communicating this, and discerning a next step in the local church.   
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III. Reported Perceived Problems in/with the Church 

  Some respondents reported problem areas in their “journey” within the Catholic 

Church.  

  Some were more “global,” having to with leadership, teaching and life of the 

universal Church. Some examples: While some expressed support for Pope 

Francis, others felt he had attacked EWTN and was confusing people by siding 

with government on life issues. Dissonance among Pope and bishops disturbs 

some. Several perceived that traditions were being lost and expressed fear that 

we are not being well catechized. Some perceive that the "rules have been made 

too easy", while many don't understand requirements for baptism and 

annulments. 

  Other comments had to do more specifically with perceived problems or issues 

in the Diocese of Steubenville or in parishes or other groups within the diocese.  

Some examples:  

  Regarding Liturgy and worship, liturgical implementations of the past 

[presumably from Vatican II] were seen as having grown stale and several felt that 

the Latin Mass should be retained and would attract youth. One parish’s 

predominate input (not from face-to-face sessions, but individual responses) was 

that they wanted the Latin [presumably Antecedent/Tridentine rite] Mass 

retained and promoted. There were a couple complaints about music dragging or 

not allowing for silent prayer at Mass. Some felt that people were looking for 

excuses to not attend Mass. Busyness and age-related infirmity were mentioned. 

COVID was mentioned by almost everyone: some were grateful when the 

churches were opened again; others felt that they should never have been closed. 

  Other areas of concern were:  

● Some do not feel a sense of togetherness at the diocesan level and that a 

few large churches "get all the attention." Some see the diocese as 

administrative rather than spiritual and several mentioned a need for more 

transparency.  

● There were concerns about the abuse crisis and its effect on attendance 

and people not wanting to go to confession "to a priest who did worse 
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things than me".   One parish/region in the diocese where priest abuse had 

occurred was particularly concerned with this. 

● A common concern was a perceived lack of welcome. Divorce, abortion and 

political disagreement were seen as part of the reason some don't feel 

welcome. Many felt the churches should have official greeters.  

●  Concern was expressed at one church about repairs not being made and 

church financial contributions being misused. 

● One person felt their pastor was uninterested in helping with the 

annulment process. 

 Perhaps the struggles and difficulties of our local church are no different 
from those the Church has faced in each age and throughout the country and the 
world. It indicates a continued need for us to humbly ask for increased faith, to 
pray earnestly for our local ordinary and clergy, and to dare to act mercifully and 
lovingly in our daily life. 

IV. Desires, Hopes, and Suggested Improvements  

Many of the responses received expressed appreciation and thanksgiving for the 

many positive experiences that people in this diocese have had in “journeying 

together” in and with the Catholic Church. The most common response as to 

people's faith journey was an appreciation of the Liturgy. Several respondents 

referred to the sacraments as a treasure. A love of Catholic traditions, music, 

adoration of Christ in the Blessed Sacrament, Stations of the Cross, the Rosary 

and other Marian devotions, and even Catholic statuary and art was noted. 

Many expressed a love and gratitude for our priests and bishop.  

Below is a more detailed summary of desires, hopes and suggestions for growth 

and improvement received from responses garnered in the synodal process from 

parishes, schools, and other Catholic organizations and constituencies in the 

diocese. (Occasionally there is overlap with points made in the previous section.)  

From Parishes 

More hospitality was a common desire expressed, and this hospitality should be 

extended to both new faces in the parish as well as to clergy, who may feel like 

permanent visitors if it’s not their main/only church. (Closeness to the clergy was 

another oft-expressed desire and, when experienced, a real gift to people.) 
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Various practical steps were suggested for improving hospitality: having greeters 

at Mass and other gatherings, encouraging parishioners to introduce themselves 

to people who do not seem familiar, arranging for people who need a ride to 

church to get one, having people greet each other at the “kiss of peace,” etc. 

    Expressing this point in another way, a desire was voiced in many instances for 

stronger community as a parish. As one report said, “A community should support 

families and the faithful in a secular world, and serve to educate parishioners and 

non-Catholics alike in the Catholic Faith.” At least one smaller church stated that 

they experience community more strongly than the larger churches in their 

grouping and see their size as a benefit. The “personal touch” is another aspect of 

hospitality that came up frequently: parishes should recognize the need to reach 

out to people personally, to demonstrate that parishioners are missed when they 

do not come to Mass, etc. 

 Some people expressed hope of extending the hospitality of the parish outside 

the church by finding ways to welcome “outsiders” and communicate the 

Church’s teaching to them without, however, excluding them. Depending on how 

you look at it, many different groups could be considered “outsiders”: youth, 

fallen-away Catholics, people “on the margins” socially (singles, divorced, 

widowed), or those who have chosen lifestyles that are not in keeping with the 

Church’s teaching (homosexual, etc.). Various parishes mentioned specifically 

how they missed the youth in the parish – it seems that after COVID and also due 

to other cultural trends some parishes, at least, have noted declining numbers in 

general and especially among their youth and young adults.  

Communication and connection were other things people mentioned. 

Parishioners want to know about what’s happening in the parish, in the diocese, 

about what has been done to address various scandals, about the issue of 

Catholic politicians supporting positions contrary to church teaching, etc. There is 

a desire for transparency about the financial situation in the diocese as well, e.g. 

what is happening with the money given for the Cathedral renovation? Part of 

this desire for communication is simply a desire to “talk about” the issues of the 

day (e.g. birth control, divorce, etc.), including learning about the real meaning of 

Church teaching on divorce/annulments. Some people faithfully attend Mass and 

other Church functions but won’t even try to get an annulment/regularize their 
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marriage because they don’t understand the process or its meaning. Several 

parishes voiced, with longing, a sort of question: “What if people knew they were 

wanted in the parish? What if people knew what the Church really believes?”  

Related to these questions was a desire for more opportunities to learn about the 

universal Church and several people specifically mentioned wishing they had 

forums to study recent encyclicals. It seems important to mention that quite a 

few people mentioned too-close ties between the Church and one political 

persuasion or another were harmful to the faith and several people mentioned 

that they knew people who had left the practice of the faith because of issues 

surrounding politics, or because of priests who would speak about politics. What 

people seem to be looking for is conversation and education with a focus on the 

faith, rather than indoctrination with a focus on the “issues”.  

Various people expressed a longing to live in a way that is attractive to those 

outside the Church, counter-cultural but not combative, using a “non-judgmental 

approach” (though some others seemed to think that they needed a more 

outspoken way of living the faith and were concerned that the Church is “not as 

we should be because we’re about being nice or about activities rather than 

practicing and identifying with our faith”). Related to this was a voiced desire for 

authenticity, to offer something “different from the world views”. Or, put more 

simply, people want to see that we as a Church are “practicing what we preach” 

and maintaining what some called “Catholic identity.” For some, this meant they 

wanted the church/bishops to be more vocal about things like pro-choice 

politicians receiving communion.  

Also included in the reports was a desire to be part of the local (non-church/civic) 

community. It seems people were aware that the Church has a gift to give to the 

world and there might be sort of mundane ways of better giving the gift, even just 

by being more involved in the civic life of the communities we live in. This could 

mean having parishioners involved in local organizations, opening church halls for 

non-church uses, or simply making more of an effort to invite people “outside” 

the Church to activities or Mass.  
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From/ Regarding Catholic Schools 

 Some of the most positive perceptions came from our young people. One school 

reported: "Our school family is here to help us learn about God, keep our belief in 

God, and to help us have the courage to do the right thing". 

 The synodal responses from Catholic schools expressed their desire to continue 

to have a culture of joyful faith, celebrating the students’ accomplishments and to 

deepen the school’s experience of shared/united prayer. Related to this is the 

need to be able to share the practices of the faith with non-Catholic staff so that 

this does not become unnecessarily divisive. 

There was a desire expressed, too, to proclaim and speak out about the “good 

publicity” in the Church: the truth she proclaims and the good things the Church 

does. (Scandal seems to get all the press attention.) 

Students spoke about wanting homilies that talk about the Gospel and engage 

them. They also mentioned a need for greater warmth in the church 

communities, for parishes to be more welcoming.  

Students were in search of understanding, specifically about people unlike 

themselves: those of different races, those who identify as homosexual. They also 

wanted to understand better the sacrament of Confession/Reconciliation. In 

general, they expressed a desire to be able to share their faith better, more 

clearly, and more sensitively. 

The economic situation of much of our area, as well as population decline has 
closed many parish schools.  This is a true poverty, as the responses from the 
schools show a desire and an effort on the part of all both to support the Catholic 
faith communicated through their schools and respond to needs beyond their 
local area.   

 Other Groups 

There was a desire expressed for better communication with the bishop/diocese 

(including local parishes) with various groups. Many in our diocese reported being 

very enthusiastic about their journey with fellow Catholics in various groups: 

Knights of Columbus, Catholic Women's Club, choirs Carmelites and other ‘third 

order’ associations, men's and women's groups, Bible studies, Renew, Christ Life 

and Cursillo were all thought of as positive connections.  Some see the connection 
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with Franciscan University, such as attending weekday mass and other events 

there, as very positive. 

Others expressed a need for more such groups, especially for youth. Group 
charitable activities were seen as a positive.  

Some, in our diverse diocese, live as small “Catholic enclaves”. They join with 
other Christians both formally and informally to provide for the less fortunate and 
to support prolife work. 

  Members of one Catholic group, a charismatic covenant community, express 
gratitude for the personal support and fellowship they experience in serving and 
praying together. They report that this has deepened their sense of “journeying 
together”, and complements the liturgical worship and sacramental life of their 
parishes, in which they are very active in presence and service. 

  One of the youth outreach groups in our diocese is Vagabond Ministries. The 
young people they serve might not otherwise be reached. Their responses were 
seeing the ministry as a safe place that shows God's love and mercy and a strong 
sense of community. They appreciated someone to listen to who knows how it 
feels to go through "bad stuff". They reported having fun and being able to relate 
and discuss. Fear of judgment, busyness and family problems were obstacles to 
participation. Another fear expressed was of meeting new people and "religious 
trauma" from being shamed and told they were going to hell. One respondent 
expressed a need for more openness to LBGTQ+. Participants in this ministry felt 
they are on a good path, a path to heaven. 

 The Apostolate for Family Consecration reported on the fruit of their apostolate: 
that when families are challenged with the basic Catholic message they respond. 
They then go out into the world and back into their parish life changed. People 
recognize that something is different with them and that gives them the 
opportunity to share what they have experienced.  
 

V. Conclusion 
  
  As can be seen from this report, there were many common concerns and ideas 
expressed (e.g. the need for parishes to be more ‘welcoming’ and the suggestion 
of ‘greeters’ at Sunday masses), and other areas where there were divergent and 
even opposed positions, notably whether “the Church” (priests, bishops, and lay 
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Catholics) should be speaking out on particular issues that could be seen as either 
moral or political. 
 
   Above all, the Steering Committee wishes to express its gratitude and 
thanksgiving for all who led, supported and/or participated in the synodal 
process. Facilitators, note-takers, pastors, and leaders and representatives of 
schools and of other diocesan groups devoted time and energy to make the 
synodal process as successful as it has been, despite its limitations. May the Lord 
reward and bless you for your service and participation!  
 
  We also hope that those who participated in face-to-face listening sessions 
became better able to listen to, to understand, and to appreciate the views and 
needs of others in their parishes, schools and other groups. Where this has 
occurred through this synodal process, that, in itself, is accomplishing the goal of 
seeing ourselves as “journeying together” in the Church, and also with others who 
do not yet identify with or understand her. “…so we, though many, are one body 
in Christ, and individually members of one another” (Romans 12:5). 
  

VI. Appendix I 
 
Appendix I: Fruits from our Ecumenical Gathering 

  On May 18, 2022, about 100 people gathered for a potluck, discussion, and community 

announcements. Several area churches (Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, Salvation Army, non-

denominational, Serbian Orthodox) and faith-based agencies (Sycamore Center, Urban Mission, 

Friendship Room, AIM Pregnancy Resource Center, Vagabond Missions) had clergy, representatives, or 

members present.  A group of students from Franciscan University who were giving a week of service in 

Steubenville also participated. Also, we were blessed by the presence of our bishop, Most Rev. Jeffrey 

M. Monforton.  

As a note, the difficulty we experienced in gathering people was, for us, an indication of the urgency of 

the gathering. There was a certain amount of misunderstanding before the event and some churches did 

not respond to or accept the invitation.  

Tables were asked to have someone take notes and also had opportunities to share with the larger 

group. The following questions were provided on the program:  

o How are we, as churches and as a community, journeying together toward God?  

o Whom do I think of as “with me” on my journey through life or as a follower of Jesus? Who 

seems far away? (Maybe we could ask ourselves, “Whom do I think of as part of ‘my church’ or 

‘my circle’?”) 
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o Who has a voice in my church or in the broader community? Who is discounted? 

o Do I feel myself to be a protagonist or an active member of my church or the community? Or do 

I feel like an outsider, nobody, or passive member? What would have to change for me to feel I 

have an important role in my church or community? 

Several themes emerged in these sharings: 

- If we want people to lead the way in making connections between different churches or groups, 

we need to be the leaders, bridges, or connection-makers. We can’t wait for others to do it for 

us. 

- Ecumenical efforts already present in the community were celebrated: a sports league in town, 

an ecumenical men’s Bible study held at our host church, the Jefferson County Christian School, 

the Good Friday Christ Walk, Faith in the Future, and service opportunities (such as those 

present at Urban Mission) were mentioned. It was noted, however, that it is often tragedy that 

“forces” churches to come together for an event (as in 2017 when a large ecumenical prayer 

service was celebrated to stand together against acts of racism), so it was nice to be together in 

celebration instead of sorrow. Several people expressed a desire for more events like this one or 

a way of communicating (such as a newsletter) between churches. 

- Several people mentioned a desire to attend other churches’ services or spoke about the 

blessing they had received in doing so. It was admitted by others that this can be too time-

consuming. 

- Many people said that they consider or try to consider everyone who crosses their path to be 

“with them” on their journey to God. There was an element of hope expressed in this: even if 

someone does not seem to be a follower of Jesus, they are still on a journey somewhere and 

could change directions. It was admitted that such love and trust isn’t always reciprocated.  

- One table noted that Catholics do not always do well in the area of outreach to those in need 

and ecumenism.  

- People said that those who don’t fit a certain social expectation are likely to be discounted or 

not given a voice in the church or broader community: those of a certain race, those in poverty, 

and youth were all specifically mentioned. It was also said that people with positions of 

authority are likely to have a voice, while others are less likely to be heard. 

- Other obstacles to journeying together included politics, biases, and “long memories” of past 

hurts that lead to distrust. 

- Regarding service, one table noted that while people need things, they also need to have their 

dignity recognized and to be given love through friends and other relationships. 

  
  
 


