
 

 

Parish Listening Sessions 

Facilitator’s Guide 

We hope that this guide, the other material provided by the diocese, together with the 
official preparatory documents of the synod give you a solid understanding of your role 
in this listening session.  
(Download Documents at https://www.stocktondiocese.org/synod-2021-2023)  
 
Your role is to invite people to speak their truth and to listen to others without  

judgement. Be clear that our purpose is to help form a more synodal and listening 
church by keeping an open mind so that the Spirit can work in all of us.  

Please read the document “Process for Facilitating Synodal Consultations” written by 
Leadership Roundtable available at  https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/
document/common/resources/external_tools/Process-for-Facilitating-Synodal-
Consultations.pdf  Attached is Appendix 1—Facilitating Potentially Difficult Synodal 
Conversations  from this document. Our suggested format does not include large group 
sharing so you might be less likely to encounter some of the situations  
described. During small group sharing, move around the room and be aware of  
situations in case you need to assist at the table. 

The agenda includes five questions and a timeline to answer all of them.  
If, for some reason, there is inadequate time to answer all five please  
prioritize answering question 1 and 5. These two questions are  
fundamental to the Synodal Process. 
 

Dear Facilitator, 

On behalf of Bishop Cotta and the Diocesan 
Synod Planning Committee, thank you for 
agreeing to facilitate a listening session. Your 
role setting a prayerful and reflective tone is  
essential.  

https://www.stocktondiocese.org/synod-2021-2023
https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/document/common/resources/external_tools/Process-for-Facilitating-Synodal-Consultations.pdf
https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/document/common/resources/external_tools/Process-for-Facilitating-Synodal-Consultations.pdf
https://www.synod.va/content/dam/synod/document/common/resources/external_tools/Process-for-Facilitating-Synodal-Consultations.pdf


 

 

 



 

 

 

 

5 Min 
 

Welcome and Introduction 
Begin on time by welcoming participants 
Introduce yourself, the pastor, other parish clergy, religious or parish staff. 
Invite participants to: “Share your name and one or two words to describe why you are here.” 

 

5 Min 
 

Opening Prayer – (See Prayer Page ) 
Bishop’s Message (Video or Read) 
Scripture Reading 
Quiet Time for reflection 
Synod Prayer  

 

10 Min 
 

Overview of Purpose and Process 
• We are gathered here because Pope Francis has called the entire People of God to journey 

together! I hope you have seen the information about the Synod in your bulletin or on the 
Parish or Diocesan Website. Copies are available at the registration table. 

• This synodal journey is a special time of prayer, listening, dialogue, and recommendations. 
• This is your opportunity to respond to the request from Pope Francis to dream about the 

Church we are called to be. 
• By gathering as a people of faith, we hope to weave new and deeper relationships, to learn 

from one another, to build bridges, to enlighten minds, to warm hearts, and to restore 
strength for our common mission. 

• By the end of our time together we aim to capture your answers to the basic question: What 
is the Holy Spirit saying to our Church today? 

  
The goal of our journeying together is to be present with one another, to listen and learn with 
each other, and to grow closer to the Lord and His Church. 
  
Active listening is the act of listening with all senses—body, mind and heart—listening beyond 
words and allowing ourselves to understand one another. You are encouraged for the next 2 
hours to be an active listener so that together we can hear the Holy Spirit guide us into a future 
church, one that does not look back but forward to the possibilities of being a synodal church. 
 
Bishop Cotta will use the input we provide today combined with input from other parishes, 
groups and individuals throughout the Diocese when sending the Diocese of Stockton’s report 
to the United States Conference of Catholic Bishop’s by June 30. There are several other steps 
to the Synod Process that will culminate in a Synod of Bishop’s in October 2023. 
  
While we are awaiting the final outcome from the Synod of Bishop’s in Rome, Bishop Cotta 
plans to use the results of this local Church phase of the Synod to take the next steps in becom-
ing an As One Diocese. 
  
As One is a parish centered approach to ministry that the Diocese has been working towards 
over the past several years. As One envisions a unified and vibrant diocesan faith-community, 
working closely together under the dynamic leadership of the Bishop. Using this input to be 
guided by the Holy Spirit, and working in unity – bishop, clergy, religious and laity – we will 
find ourselves better equipped and empowered – As One – to fulfill the evangelical mission of 
the Church. 
  

Session Outline 



 

 

 

 

 

5 min 
 

Explain the process - 
• There are five questions to which we are asked to respond. 
• Questions 1 and 5 are the fundamental questions given to us by the Secretary General of 

the Synod of Bishops. Questions 2, 3 and 4 are based on the themes of the Synod and call 
for your experience and insights. 

• Sharing will be at your tables in your small group 
• Each group will select a note taker (note takers will be asked to come forward to get the   

reporting form in just a minute.) 
• I will read each question aloud. 
• After the question is read there will be a brief moment of silence to write down your  

personal thoughts and reflections. 
• Then the table will share. One person will speak at a time, without interruption, as other 

members listen. 
• Please keep your responses to 1-2 minutes per person. 
• I will announce when there are 3 minutes remaining for the questions. At that time the  

table will have 1-2 minutes to decide the three main points to be recorded. 
  
We will follow this process for each of the five questions. Then we will have a concluding 
prayer. 
  
Are there any questions about the process? 
  
Note takers please come to the table to receive the recording form. 
  

 

18 min 
 

Question 1 – Listening & Journeying 
  
Let’s begin with question number 1. I will read a short scripture passage and the question and 
then there will be a brief moment of silence so that you can jot down your thoughts. 
  
The LORD will keep your going out and your coming in from this time forth, and for evermore.                                 
Psalms 121:8 (English Standard Version) 
  
Question 1: Listening & Journeying - A synodal Church, in announcing the Gospel, “journeys 
together.” How is this “journeying together” happening today in our parish? What are  
additional ways we need to adopt to communicate with more people of God and invite their 
participation? 
  
Pause for 1 minute then say: “When you are ready share your insights at the table. One  

person will speak at a time, without interruption, as other members listen. Please keep  
your responses to 1-2 minutes per person. 

After about 12 minutes say “You have another couple of minutes to make sure everyone has 
a chance to speak. 

When 3 minutes are left say “You now have three minutes to decide the three main points to 
be recorded for this question. Then we will move on to question number 2. 

  



 

 

 

•  

 

18 min 
 

Question 2 – Listening to All of God’s People 
  
Read: Know this, my beloved: let every person be quick to listen, slow to speak,  
slow to anger.   James 1:19 (English Standard Version)  
 
Question 2: Listening to All of God’s People – How does our parish intentionally listen to the 
voices that are in our midst including those voices on the peripheries, especially cultural 
groups, women, youth, the disabled, those who experience poverty, marginalization or social 
exclusion? Whose wisdom might we be missing? 
  
Pause for 1 minute then say When you are ready share your insights at the table. One person 

will speak at a time, without interruption, as other members listen. Please keep your  
responses to 1-2 minutes per person. 

After about 12 minutes say “You have another couple of minutes to make sure everyone has 
a chance to speak. 

When 3 minutes are left say “You now have three minutes to decide the three main points to 
be recorded for this question. Then we will move on to question number 3.  

    
 

18 min 
 

Question 3 – Listening & Inviting 
  
Read: Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us rid our-
selves of every burden and sin that clings to us and persevere in running the race that lies 
before us.  Hebrews 12:1 (New American Revised Edition) 
  
Question 3: Listening & Inviting – How well do we listen to those persons who currently 
share their gifts in our parish ministries? (Liturgical ministries, outreach to the homebound, 
religious education, and services to the poor.) How might we better invite and train the  
faithful to become involved in our vital parish ministries? 
  
Pause for 1 minute then say When you are ready share your insights at the table. One person 

will speak at a time, without interruption, as other members listen. Please keep your  
responses to 1-2 minutes per person. 

After about 12 minutes say “You have another couple of minutes to make sure everyone has 
a chance to speak. 

When 3 minutes are left say “You now have three minutes to decide the three main points to 
be recorded for this question. Then we will move on to question number 4. 

  



 

 

 

 

18 min Question 4 - Listening & Connecting 
  
Read: And the glory which you have given me I have given unto them; that they may be one, 
even as we are one.    John 17:22 (American Standard Version) 
  
Question 4: Listening & Connecting- Our diocese is working toward a vision of being an As 
One Church envisioning a unified and vibrant diocesan faith-community of laity, religious and 
clergy working closely together. How might our parish make better connections with our 
neighboring parishes, the Diocese of Stockton and the universal Church? 
  
Pause for 1 minute then say When you are ready share your insights at the table. One person 

will speak at a time, without interruption, as other members listen. Please keep your  
       responses to 1-2 minutes per person. 
After about 12 minutes say “You have another couple of minutes to make sure everyone has 

a chance to speak. 
When 3 minutes are left say “You now have three minutes to decide the three main points to 

be recorded for this question. Then we will move on to our final question of the night - 
      question 5! 

    

18 min Question 5 – Listening to the Holy Spirit 
  
Read: May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of 
the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope. 
                                                                Romans 15:13 (English Standard Version) 
  
Question 5: Listening to the Holy Spirit- After everything we have heard today, what steps 
does the Spirit invite us to take in order to grow in our “journeying together” As One? 
  
Pause for 1 minute then say When you are ready share your insights at the table. One person 

will speak at a time, without interruption, as other members listen. Please keep your  
responses to 1-2 minutes per person. 

After about 12 minutes say “You have another couple of minutes to make sure everyone has 
a chance to speak. 

When 3 minutes are left say “You now have three minutes to decide the three main points to 
be recorded for this question. 

When discussions have concluded say “Note takers, please bring the response papers forward 
to me. Thank you.” 

 



 

 

 

 

 

5 min 
 

Thank You & Closing Prayer 
  
Closing Comments – On behalf of Bishop Cotta and (Pastor), thank you all for being here 
today. The input you have provided will be used both here in the parish and by Bishop Cotta 
to respond to the Synod Questions and to build an As One Church within our Diocese. 
  
In your participant guide there is a link to the individual input form on the Diocesan Website. 
Please encourage your family and friends, especially those not active in a parish, to respond 
to the survey. You can also complete the survey if you have additional input you would like 
to give to Bishop Cotta. 
 
Let’s close with a Prayer 
  

Loving God of beginnings and endings,  
as we prepare to conclude this listening session, 

we once again lift our hearts to You, the Divine Source of All Life. 
 

We thank You for the gifts that have been present; 
the gifts of fellowship and understanding,  

of mutual respect and shared vision, 
the gifts of perseverance  

and of insight into the common concerns we share. 
 

For these and all the graces of which we are unaware,  
we thank You. 

As You have blessed our coming together, 
now bless our departure and journeys homeward with Your abiding presence. 

Amen. 
  
  
  
  

Key convictions for a Synodal Church 

 
• Listen to one another in order to listen to the Holy Spirit  
 

• In a spirit of prayer, grounded in the liturgy and the Word of God 
 

• An experience shared with one another, not just filling out a questionnaire 
 

• A process, not a one-time event 
 

• Discerning together so that the decisions made are for the good of all 



Listening Session Welcome 

& Opening Prayer 

People of God to journey together, in Communion, Participation and Mission. 

Together as the Body of Christ, we will listen to one another, dialogue, pray, and discern what the Spirit is 

saying to us in these gatherings. We do this as the Body of Christ who journey together for the purpose of 

proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  

These listening sessions will have an impact throughout the Diocese of Stockton. Over the past several 

years, the Pastoral Staff has begun working with parishes throughout the diocese to implement the vision 

entitled AS ONE. It is a vision for our diocese that encourages all to work together for the common good 

by sharing insights, best practices, and resources to create a unified and vibrant diocesan faith community. 

With your input in these listening sessions, we will be able to bring this vision of AS ONE to fruition. 

I thank you for participating in this session of open dialogue and attentive listening. Listening to each oth-

er’s experience and listening to the movement of the Spirit amongst you is vital. Pope Francis said that the 

Synod “…is a grace filled event, a process of healing, guided by the Spirit.” 

Please know that my prayers are with you as we journey together sharing your wisdom for the healing and 

future of the Church throughout the Diocese of Stockton and the world. Let us take the Spirit’s lead! 

In the Peace of Christ, 

Leader: Let Us Pray 

L: Come, Holy Spirit 

R: Fill the hearts of your faithful, and enkindle in them the fire of your love 

L: Send forth your Spirit and they shall be created. 

R: and you shall renew the face of the earth 

L: O God, who by the light of the Holy Spirit instructed the hearts of the faithful,  

grant that by the same Spirit we may know what is right and always rejoice in  

his consolation, through Christ our Lord. 

R: Amen  

Welcome message from Bishop Myron J. Cotta: 

Brothers and Sisters, 

It is with much joy and gratitude that I welcome you to this 

Synod listening session. This session along with all the listen-

ing sessions that are being held throughout the world, are fun-

damental to the 2023 Synod.  

Pope Francis has invited the universal Catholic Church to par-

ticipate in the Synod of Bishops scheduled to take place in 

Rome in October 2023. His Holiness is inviting the  



Leader: The Spirit of God, who illuminates and vivifies this “journeying together” of the Churches, is the 
same Spirit who works in the mission of Jesus, promised to the Apostles and to the generations of disciples 

who hear God’s Word and put it into practice. The Spirit, according to the Lord’s  
promise, does not limit himself to confirming the continuity of the Gospel of Jesus, but will illuminate the 
ever-new depths of his Revelation and inspire the decisions necessary to sustain the church’s journey. (PD 

16)  

Reader: Brothers and sisters let us listen to the Word of God (Jn 14:25-26, 15:26-27, 16:12-15) 

“I have told you this while I am with you. The Advocate, the Holy Spirit that the Father will send in my 

name—he will teach you everything and remind you of all that [I] told you.”  (Pause) 

“When the Advocate comes whom I will send you from the Father, the Spirit of truth that proceeds from 

the Father, he will testify to me. And you also testify, because you have been with me from the begin-

ning.” (Pause)  

“I have much more to tell you, but you cannot bear it now. But when he comes,  

the Spirit of truth, he will guide you to all truth. He will not speak on his own,  

but he will speak what he hears, and will declare to you the things that are  

coming. He will glorify me, because he will take from what is mine and  

declare it to you.  

Everything that the Father has is mine; for this reason I told you that he will  

take from what is mine and declare it to you.” 

Silent Reflection 

Leader: Now let us say the official prayer of the Synod together. 

We stand before You, Holy Spirit, as we gather  
together in Your name. With You alone to guide us,  

make Yourself at home in our hearts;  
 

Teach us the way we must go and how we are to pursue it.  
We are weak and sinful; do not let us promote disorder.  

Do not let ignorance lead us down the wrong path  
nor partiality influence our actions.  

 
Let us find in You our unity so that we may journey together to  

eternal life and not stray from the way of truth and what is right.  
 

All this we ask of You, who are at work in every place and time,  
in the communion of the Father and the Son, forever and ever.  

 
Amen  



of  Church through abuse, people who (often unknowingly) attempt to hijack a consultation for their own 

respond to those situations.

Appendix 1

1. Preparation and clarity of  purpose
• Set clear expectations, process and purpose early and keep on topic.

• 

• What may be reported out of  the synodal consultation is not what we all agree upon, but what 

perspectives can be reported.

• Be clear that the synodal consultations are not equipped to provide the support that those who 

the Church as pertinent to our considerations of  a future Church.

• Be clear that our purpose is to help form a more synodal and listening Church and that means 
keeping an open mind so the Spirit can work in all of  us. Don’t let our personal agendas limit our 
conversations.

2. Responding to a speaker who talks of  the trauma of  abuse by a minister of  the 
Church
Tragically, some consultation participants will have had traumatic experiences of  Church. 

Facilitators must take into account that those traumas are real and deserve our compassion above 
all. It is also true that the synodal consultation is not the place for long discourses of  those tragedies. 
It is the place to recall and acknowledge that they happened, that they had a severe negative 
impact on individuals, families, faith communities, and the Church as a whole, and need to be 
prevented. For example, it is appropriate to recall that those tragedies happened and to talk about, 
for example, how a synodal Church might help prevent them happening again.

What can a facilitator do when an abuse survivor speaks? 
a. Acknowledge the trauma is real and deep.

b. Thank the speaker for their courage, acknowledge the depth of  hurt you hear as they speak.

c. Set a boundary such as “I’m glad you had the courage to bring this tragedy up. While we 
cannot go deeply into the personal stories in this consultation, we do need to acknowledge 
the pain those abusers and coverups by Church leaders caused.”

12
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d. Set a direction such as “Those tragedies must be part of  our considerations in these synodal 
consultations, which are forward leaning, looking at a renewed Church where such things 
cannot happen. As we consider the direction the Church needs to go, please keep the 
survivors and their families in mind. We do not want that abuse to continue.”

3. Responding to people with agendas
It may happen that either individuals or groups attend synodal consultations and come with 
particular agendas. When a facilitator can recognize this, there are approaches that may help keep 
the conversation on track.

When an individual or group expresses absolute certainty, a facilitator can respond with curiosity: 
“Help me understand…,” “I am wondering whether/if…,” or “I have a question…”

When an individual or group blames others, a facilitator can respond by inviting other perspectives 

we would agree together that would be helpful here?” ”How could all of  us be part of  the solution?”

Sometimes it is also necessary to restate the purpose and nature of  the synodal consultation. 
“The synodal consultation is forward looking, envisioning the Church of  the future, and we are 

the direction forward for our Church. Let us all please take a moment to place ourselves in an 
internal space where we can constructively participate by how we listen and how we speak.”

4. 
Some people of  goodwill speak without awareness of  the impact they have on others by how they 
speak or the words that they say. It is more than just abrupt; it is doing harm to others even if  they 
see it as “just being honest” or something similar.

The facilitator may need a graduated response to such people:

• Gently interrupt the speaker and remind them that we need to be respectful of  others.

• Gently tell the speaker the impact they are having on some people in the room.

• Call upon the group to share how this speaker is impacting them (If  you think they will 
speak up and if  they are willing to share that through you as the facilitator).

• Ask the speaker to change how they are speaking (e.g., softer, more aware of  how people are 
hearing them, focus on the question not the person).

• 
change in delivery or tell the speaker the group will be moving on after the break.
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