
PRE-SYNODAL REPORT 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The Diocese of Kalamazoo is a local church and part of the Roman Catholic Church which exists 
in the 21st century. 
 
Think of the changes in the Diocese of Kalamazoo since its founding 52 years ago– the creation 
of collaboratives;  the increasingly smaller number of priests (who are ordained at a later age and 
are aging, and the greater number of number of religious priests we rely on);  new access to 
pastoral ministry and sacraments through the ministry of deacons;  four different bishops whose 
terms of office ranged from 24 years to 2 years, and we are awaiting the arrival of a new bishop 
to lead us for who knows how long. 
 
Think also of the resources that are available to carry out the mission of Christ’s Church to 
“baptize all nations in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit” that were not 
available when Jesus walked the earth, or in the early Church, or the Middle Ages, the 
Reformation period, or the beginning of the last century – widespread ability to read and write;  
various levels of education for many more people;  access to modes of transportation that allow 
us to travel greater distances in shorter amounts of time – planes, trains, and automobiles, plus 
space travel!);  devices that have drastically changed home and work life;  modes of 
communication that put us into contact with distance places almost instantly;  and humanity 
learning its place is not a few hundred squares miles of flat land, but a small speck in a solar 
system within a galaxy that is only one of trillions of galaxies!  
 
Why, then, would we expect or even think that things will continue the way “the way they have 
been,” whether we have the broad perspective of the history of the Catholic Church, or a more 
limited perspective of our lifetime, or even the last twenty-five years of life in the Diocese of 
Kalamazoo? 
 
We started as a diocese in a time where the Church was focusing on smaller diocese to meet the 
needs of its people more directly.  We have moved to a time where there are small dioceses that 
are discerning whether to integrate with a larger diocese.  The sustainability of the diocese is not 
determined solely by its size or its resources, but also what is done by the clergy and laity alike 
to evangelize, to grow, to be in a state of mission. 
 
What can we imagine for the life and ministry of priests who serve the Christifideles in the 
Diocese of Kalamazoo as we exist now and move into the unknown future?  And more 
importantly, what can we discern from our prayerful listening that the Holy Spirit is guiding and 
advocating for the life and ministry of priests serving in the Diocese of Kalamazoo?   
 
This is admittedly and consciously a local question.  There are things that the bishop, the priests, 
deacons, and people are not in a position to change – because of the doctrine of the Church; 
because of its current laws and which authorities hold a position to change those laws;  because 
of its moral teaching;  because we live in the United States and the State of Michigan.  We 
choose to acknowledge those boundaries but not focus on them or “throw in the towel” of 
despair, because there is so much that we can do. 



 
There are also a large number of sources that demand and suggest and expect what priests should 
be doing – canon law;  seminary formation;  the local bishop, the bishops of each province, and 
the national conference of bishops;  the Popes through history and the current Pope’s teaching 
and homilies;  the people for priests in general, and for their own pastor in each parish;  the 
members of a priest’s family;  even priests for each other (peer pressure!), and the saints, just to 
add a little more pressure. 
 
What follows is an attempt to summarize what has been heard – from listening sessions 
conducted with the laity, religious, and clergy of the Diocese, and an online survey on the 
diocesan website.  This summary is a starting point for Delegates to continue to listen, pray, and 
discern carefully what the Holy Spirit is guiding and advocating for the life and ministry of 
priests serving the Diocese of Kalamazoo.   
 
There is no assumption of what will come out of the synod.  There is no predetermined answer.   
Perhaps there are broad strokes that are becoming apparent; perhaps some precise statements 
have already been made and need to be underlined; most likely there is more that will emerge 
that has not yet been brought to light.   
 
So let us continue this synodal journey with a strong faith, full of hope, with confidence that is 
born of trust that the Holy Spirit IS guiding and advocating, and we only have to take the time 
and make the effort to pay attention.  Then we will KNOW what the Spirit is saying to our local 
Church. 
 
To begin 
It might seem handy to divide topics under the headings of priestly ministry (what priests do) and 
priestly life (who they are as persons).  But one reality is that matters don’t divide that easily for 
priests.  Much of what priests do is woven into or flows from their identity and vocation as a 
priest.  Therefore, this summary will highlight themes that appeared in the comments received 
from the listening session and from the survey responses. 
 
Common Ground 
In general, parishioners have a high level of satisfaction with priests (which is consistent with 
national surveys).  The experience reverence and the love of Christ in sacramental celebrations; 
they understand the theological roles of priest as Head and the laity as the Body of Christ.   
The surveys shows that parishioners expect of priests is clear: to help others become holy 
(90.5%); to be holy themselves (83.8%); and to lead prayer (78.4%).  However, the expectation 
that priests evangelize is less than 40%, and to be a parish administrator tips at only 25%).   
 
Questions that arise: 
What sets the vocation of priesthood apart?  How is the life of priests different than other men's?   
What does the universal call to holiness ask of all people?  How is this different for priesthood?   
What is “extra” to a priest’s particular call to priesthood? 
How can priests be a sign of Jesus in the world? 
Time 



There is a great deal of ambivalence among parishioners about how priests use their time – they 
want easier access to the sacraments, as well as more “availability” and priestly presence at 
parish activities and organizations (parish council, K of C, Altar Society, school functions, coffee 
and donuts, religious education, etc.).  They also recognize the need for priests to have time off 
(days off, vacation, retreat) while wanting/expecting them to be available 24/7.  There is a great 
deal of resistance to changing schedules or reducing the number of Masses, and parishioners are 
also unhappy that the priest must leave right after Mass to run to the next parish.  Many suggest 
getting parish administrators to reduce some facet of the priests’ work.  Others urge priests to 
take more advantage of laity who are willing to help, while recognizing that the pool of helpers 
may not be sufficient to meet the needs and desires of the parishioners.  
 
Priests themselves are very frustrated by the lack of time to fulfill the needs and desires of their 
parishioners, fulfilling the exhortations and demands of canon law and be the leaders of the 
Church.  They are also discouraged when they cannot meet the expectations they have of 
themselves, and when they cannot share their particular talents and wishes beyond the general 
demands made of any priest.  Difficulties are created for themselves as they try to meet all of 
those needs, desires, and expectations and then fail to take care of themselves (health care, time 
off, prayer, and spiritual growth, exercise, relaxation, vacation). 
 
Questions that arise: 
For those living the vocation of priesthood, what ought to be the priority of their time?   
What duties are required (asked? expected?) of a priest that are exterior to the vocation of  
 priesthood? 
What support can be given to priests for duties they are not prepared for in seminary?  
What are the burdens of pastoring multiple parishes? 
What is appropriate and necessary before or after Masses for engagement and life with
 parishioners? 
Considering such things as the number of priests, the size of churches, and the demand for  
 additional liturgical minsters, how many Masses are sufficient? 
How can priests' time be freed up in order to be present to parishioners during events? 
What must a pastor be solely responsible for, and what can be legitimately given to a trained and  
 qualified lay person? 
Is pastoring multiple parishes feasible and sustainable? 
What are the physical and spiritual needs of priests? 
What are good time boundaries and expectations for priests? 
What does a day off look like?  How much time do they need?   
What should a priest be expected or available to do on a scheduled day off  (Mass?  funerals?   
 school events?  emergency calls?  home visits?  council meetings?), especially if he is the  
 only priest in the parish or collaborative?  What could be a sustainable solution? 
 
 
Eucharist 
The Eucharist is the center of life for most parishes and priests, and therefore the Eucharist is 
also a frequent topic in the synod.  There is a desire for Eucharistic Adoration; more teaching 
that emphasizes the Real Presence and understanding the Mass;  how to demonstrate reverence 
and worthy reception of the Eucharist (although the survey indicates almost 85% of the 



respondents experience the priest’s reverence at Mass).  The "mission of the Eucharist" (Bishop 
Bradley’s Pastoral Letter, p. 8) is rarely mentioned.   
 
Questions that arise: 
How does Liturgy (including the Liturgy of the Hours) stay important and exciting for the  
 priests, and not just become routine? 
How can priests move from presiding reverently at the Eucharist reverently for Mass to guiding  
 the people into the mission of the Eucharist? 
How can priests strengthen their homilies to engage people in worship and send them on their  
 mission? 
 
 
Relationships 
 External – A major concern is how the priests are making connections with the people 
they are sent to serve.  Parishioners want to see the priests and be with them; they want them 
present and available; they want pastoral care from their shepherds; they want support, teaching, 
mentoring;  spiritual guidance, leadership in prayer and worship;  access to the sacraments when 
they can come (or is it when it’s convenient?).  They want priests to be “intimate” -- close to 
them as a member of their parish and even consider themselves to be a member of their families.  
They worry that some priests may be lonely or isolated.  Conversely, some priests are hesitant to 
extend themselves in such ways.   
 
 Personal – People and priests also recognize that priests need personal relationships to 
sustain them.  One hears almost a cri de coeur [a passionate cry] by priests about a desire for 
nurturance/support from their bishop, fellow priests, and friends (who may or may not be 
parishioners).  There is also some fear about relationships and how they could be perceived.  
Finally, some priests raise a concern about their relationship with Jesus, the difficulties they 
sometimes have with prayer or time for prayer; the availability of spiritual direction, 
guidance/mentoring, and supervision/evaluation for their ministry.  The lack of these things may 
also adversely impact their sense of vocation as “another Christ” and their desire to be holy and 
grow in holiness (which parishioners also want from them). 
 The relationships between priest and the deacons with whom they work in a parish 
deserve a special mention.  Too often there is misunderstanding and subsequently hurt because 
their roles are unclear, and there is not a mutual support between the two orders of clergy.  What 
model(s) are appropriate: supervisor and employee; mutual colleagues; friends?  Deacons 
express a desire for mutuality. 
 Finally, priests and people wrestle with the humanity of the priest – high expectations, 
first of all; and unsure how to respond when priests show their weaknesses, limitations, and even 
their sinfulness.  
 
Questions that arise: 
What support is needed to deal with the fallout of the sexual abuse scandal, both from the  
 perspective of the priests and the laity? 
What support do priests need from their bishop? 
How can deacons support priests in their ministry?   Their vocation? Their personal life? 
What support can lay people give to priests? 



What are good boundaries for priests (in relationships, work situations, etc.)? 
What do relationships between priests and faithful look like (father figure, spouse, mentor,  
 accompanist, friend, family member?  How can they fulfill this need with the time they 
 have? 
What does a good relationship between a priest and his bishop look like? 
What does a good relationship between a priest and a deacon look like?  
What does a good relationship between priests who live together look like?   
How can priests use their individual talents, skills, and personalities to foster all these  
 relationships? 
How do pets play a role in the life a priest, and in rectories and offices where there are other  
 priests and staff? 
 
 
Equip the laity  
When asked how they could do/change/assist priests, many admit they don’t know.  Many other 
make suggestions for what the priests can do for themselves or for their parishioners (which was 
not the question).  A frequent thread is that the laity pick up some of the load, while admitting 
that they need training, resources, and leadership in order to do so.  Another common suggestion 
is to free priests from administrative responsibilities.  Finally, a specific survey question results 
in a collection of responses for parishioners to pray for their priests, to express their affection, 
gratitude, and appreciation for the ministry they receive, and to extend acts of kindness to priests. 
 
Questions that arise: 
How do we prepare more laity to assist in these roles? 
How can the lay faithful support the prayer life of priests? 
How can the lay faithful best pray for priests? 
How can priests provide for the theological and practical educational needs of the lay faithful? 
 and of those recruited to assist priests?  
How do priests best accompany their people? 
 
 
Additional areas that could use some attention 
Homilies are affirmed by a good number of people; and it is certainly an area where there’s room 
for improvement.  There is an expressed desire for additional teaching about the content of the 
Christian faith as taught by the Catholic Church, during the homily and at other times. 
 
Responses indicate that expecting the priests to communicate the vision of the bishop is not 
effective.  A majority of parishioners are satisfied with the vison, leadership, administration and 
“relational good order” in their parish, and yet over 40% respond with only “sometimes” or less 
often than that.  There’s plenty of room to grow in these areas as well. 
 
Mention is made of cultural differences with international priests and some difficulties 
understanding them when they speak.  It’s possible the same can be said for English speakers 
who are ministering to Hispanic parishioners or other populations. 
 



A lack of collaboration and support between the laity and the priests was noted.  At times this 
appears as laity desiring the priest to “do it all," and at times as priests unwilling to hand over or 
delegate.  There is a general lack of conciliarity and collaboration in praxis throughout the 
diocese.  
 
Most people’s experience of priests is limited to the parish setting.  There seems to be a lack of 
awareness about priests are ordained to serve the needs of the diocese and not just a particular 
parish (or two or three).  The thought is “this is our priest, and he is supposed to be here for us,” 
without much support for their involvement in additional ministries outside the parish or even 
outside the Church.  There is rare mention of social justice efforts, evangelization, and charitable 
efforts for those who live on the edges of society. 
 
Questions that arise: 
How can some priests' additional education be used to assist other priests and the entire diocese  
 (i.e., those with training in moral, liturgical, doctrinal, canonical and psychological  
 fields)?  What about even those who have rich backgrounds before they were ordained –  
 veterinary, occupational therapy, law, medicine, etc.? 
How can the mission of the bishop best be communicated through the priests to the lay faithful? 
Given our current circumstance of the need for many extern priests, and the influx of Burmese  
 and Spanish-speaking immigrants, how can cultural and language barriers be bridged? 
How can more “home grown” vocations to the priesthood be fostered (especially among the  
 Hispanic and Burmese communities)? 
 
 
Concerns of Bishop Bradley 
The summary thus far has tried to convey what was brought forward in the listening sessions and 
the responses to the on-line survey.  However, it seems prudent to raise other issues that were not 
mentioned, which were raised recently in Bishop Bradley’s Pastoral Letter.  
 
In his Pastoral Letter¸ Bishop Bradley underlines several challenges for the spiritual renewal 
of priests, repeating Pope Francis' invitation at a gathering in Quebec, Canada, to proclaim 
the Gospel that takes shape "in a personal and ecclesial lifestyle that can rekindle a desire for 
the Lord, instill hope, and radiate trust and credibility."  For the most part, these challenges 
are not mentioned in the listening sessions or survey responses. 
 
Leadership:  "Priests must find ways to lead by example, forming our parishes into true 
Christian communities, centered on the Eucharist, and making our parishes places where all 
people are welcomed, with a spirit of Christ-like hospitality, even as we reach out to those 
who are irregular or lax in the Faith, those who have fallen away from the practice of the 
faith, or those who have never heard the Good News of Jesus.  We must build and grow 
strong parishes, even as we go on mission to those who do not know Jesus.  [p. 12]   
 
Evangelism, to make Jesus known.  "I firmly believe we must find new ways to proclaim the 
heart of the Gospel to those who have not yet encountered Christ.  This calls for a pastoral 
creativity that places 'mission' far ahead of 'maintenance,' and is capable of reaching people 



where they are living – not waiting for them to come – finding opportunities for listening, 
dialogue, and encounter.  [p. 22]  How can priests learn how to do something that were not 
trained to do, which is a core mission of the Church? 
 
Witness:  "Our most effective preaching is found in our actions, in the way we live.  We have 
many important things to say — in homilies, in liturgy, in written and spoken communication 
— but what people hear from us most profoundly is not so much what we say, but what we 
do and who we are . . . ordinary men with extraordinary gifts to be open to all, to be 
compassionate, and care for their people with the loving and generous heart of the Good 
Shepherd."  [p. 22]  What does it mean to live a priestly “lifestyle”? 
 
Fraternity:  "The Church will be a credible witness to the Gospel the more its members 
embody communion, creating opportunities and situations that enable all those who approach 
the faith to encounter a welcoming community, one capable of listening, entering into 
dialogue and promoting quality relationships.  Each of our priests must have a strong, 
personal and vibrant relationship with Jesus, a healthy fraternity with their brother priests, 
and be united and in solidarity with me as bishop, and my successors."  [p. 22]  How would 
the presbyterate look in the Diocese of Kalamazoo if they were truly a  “band of brothers”? 
 
Questions that arise: 
How can priests sustain their prayer life to benefit their vocation and the faithful? 
What does or should the prayer life of a priest of the Diocese of Kalamazoo generally look  
 like? 
How can priests effectively lead the faithful in the mission to evangelize? 
How can fraternal bonds between priests be fostered? 
How can priests live out the difference between their vocational life, and the job they are  
 assigned? 
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