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Judge the Catholic Church not by 
those who barely live by its spirit,
but by the example of those who

live closest to it.
Bishop Fulton J. Sheen
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Many traditional
moral teachings
must be reevaluated

DIALOGUE WITH THE UNIVERSAL
CHURCH

Full inclusion of
women and the
LGBTQ community
into the life and
leadership of the
Church

Lay leadership
needed at all levels of
Church governance

KEY TAKEAWAYS
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"Although I love being Catholic, I attend an Episcopal
Church and am active there. I just can’t worship in a
church that does not ordain women or honors my
friends and family members who are gay. I don’t
tolerate sexism and homophobia in any institution of
which I am a member, and I won’t be part of a church
that practices sexism or homophobia."

STORIES OF FAITH

In both our in-person listening sessions and online listening survey, we heard a
solid majority of participants reflect on their challenges with particular Church
teachings and attitudes. The six main issues which garnered significant
conversation were: 1) LGBTQ inclusion; 2) the exclusion of women from Church
leadership and ordination; 3) opportunities for lay leadership; 4) teachings on
divorce; 5) contraception; 6) abortion; and 7) the lingering effects of the sex abuse
scandal.

LGBTQ ROLES IN THE CHURCH

A clear majority of participants in our synodal process noted the harm that is
resulting from the institutional Church’s stance and words against the LGBTQ
community. Participants noted a disconnect between Church teaching and
current science. The Church needs to “push away” from harsh words and actions
towards the LGBTQ community and be a Church that is willing to journey with
each of its members, embracing  everyone's journey of faith as unique and sacred.
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SACRED SPACE FOR LGBTQ PEOPLE OF FAITH

"LGBTQ : God made an endless array of individual people.
Please let the Church quit trying to make any one of God's
precious children believe they are not fully accepted and loved as
God made them. That they must suffer and/or deserve less in life
because of who they are. God Is Love. Our actions as a Church
do not always carry out that belief."

"I still don’t understand how if we are made in God’s image and
likeness, and a person’s sexuality is a part of their biological
structure at birth, the Church still condemns same sex couples. I
don’t understand how homosexuality is considered a choice; do
YOU choose to be heterosexual? If the Church still believes in
heterosexuality as the only true romantic relationships, what are
we supposed to do with all the people who aren’t attracted to
the opposite sex?"

"Some of these doctrines need to be addressed on the basis
of current valid, reliable and reputable research and science. The
teaching on homosexuality and the treatment of these fellow
Catholics are abominable and not based on current
neuroscience. As a person of science, I find Benedict XVI's
statement that these brothers and sisters in Christ are “intrinsically
disordered“ quite ignorant and uncharitable"

"I am heartsick that the Church does not welcome all people,
especially the LGBTQ community"
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"As the parent of LGBTQ children and the president
of a support group for LGBTQ persons and their families,
I have experienced the incredible damage done by
the church's position on LGBTQ issues. As in the time
of Galileo, the church refuses to consider the scientific
research into the origins both of sexual orientation and
gender identity. The church's position has caused
physical violence and abandonment by parents and
depression, despair and suicide on the part of LGBTQ
people themselves. It is unconscionable."

STORIES OF FAITH

"I'm not seriously religious, but because I attend a
Catholic school, I'm forced to spend a lot of my time
thinking about religion. I find it difficult to feel
welcomed by the Church as someone who
identifies as part of the LGBTQ community. Still, I
have found my own connection with a greater power
that may or may not be God."

STORIES OF FAITH

"As a gay person, I have not felt welcomed in the
Church for most of my life. I have only recently
started attending Catholic services because of the
Paulist Fathers at this welcoming church (St. Paul the
Apostle)."

STORIES OF FAITH

DIALOGUE WITH THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH59



A clear majority of participants in our listening surveys and in-person sessions
expressed the desire to include women in the ordained Church ministries of
deacons and priests. The continued exclusion of women who have gifts and talents
to offer their faith communities through preaching, the celebration of sacraments
and other forms of pastoral care is a source of growing frustration for both active
and non-practicing Catholics. 

WOMEN AND ORDINATION

WOMEN IN THE CHURCH
"Need to open priesthood to women, or at least
allow them to serve in important roles as they did in
the early church. Women are expected to be the
“worker bees” but without the pay or credit."

"More real leadership opportunities for
women…eventually priesthood"

"Would like to see the issue of women priests
addressed in our lifetime, if possible. It is
needed due to the decreasing number of priests
and religious."

"Women are the bulk of those actually in the pews (...)
Need concrete opportunities. Diaconate for women a
necessary step as soon as possible (…) hopefully eventually
priesthood."

"How can women fully participate in a faith
that excludes them from leadership?"
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Let it be plainly stated that women are icons of
Christ, imago Christi, in every essential way.
There is a natural resemblance between women
and Jesus Christ in terms of a common humanity
and participation in divine grace.

Elizabeth A. Johnson, Commonweal Magazine (1996)

According to the Vatican document of 1976, “Inter Insigniores,” the priest is the
image, sign, and representation of Christ before God, and therefore, a man must
fill that role because Jesus was male. This interpretation is challenged by scholars
such as theologian Elizabeth Johnson, who writes:

Though some acknowledged that globally, one overall rule about female priests
might be difficult to introduce into a number of societies, they also noted that the
church needs more priests in general. 

TAPESTRIES FROM OUR LADY OF THE ANGELS CATHEDRAL, LOS ANGELES
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LAITY

Many participants in our synodal process expressed a desire to see an increased role
of the laity in our Church. Participants noted the patriarchal structure of the
Church as a point of conversation. We heard both measured critique and anger
from a number of our participants.

Some of our Synod participants were lay women and men in professional
leadership ministries as Church employees (e.g., educators at all levels, parish
ministry leaders, chaplains, etc.). They spoke from their experience and noted (1) a
need to be able to speak more freely, (2) a request for leadership to respond to the
real issues facing people who work in a Catholic setting (just wages, better health
care, maternity leave), (3) a desire for the hierarchy to display increased acceptance
of the role of lay people in Church ministry.
After our synodal process, Pope Francis made an unprecedented move that
reconfigures some of the Church's hierarchical structure, opening many offices of
the Roman Curia (the governing body of the universal Church) to lay leadership. 

[Pope Francis] has opened almost all Vatican
offices to lay leadership, including heads of
dicasteries (formerly called congregations). This means
that even the Dicastery for Bishops, which recommends
candidates for the episcopacy around the world, can
now be headed by a nun. The head of the Dicastery for
Doctrine of the Faith could be a woman theologian.
Even the secretary of state, the highest Vatican
official under the pope, could be a layperson. 

Fr. Thomas Reese, SJ, America online, July 15, 2022
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In the area of lay involvement, this may not be enough progress for some, but Fr.
Reese seems to suggest that Pope Francis has made a start by opening up the
sphere of leadership surrounding him in order to allow the wisdom and skills of
the laity to flow in. Might the pope be acting in imitation of Jesus, who, at the Last
Supper, after kneeling in service to wash his disciples’ feet, invited them to help advance
his mission? Might he be calling on his brother bishops and pastors to do likewise?

THE LAITY
"More diverse representation in the universal
church. Allow people to speak more freely."

More importantly, perhaps Pope Francis’ action is also an invitation to all of us to
answer the call articulated by our Synod participants – to be those “lay people
[that] need to be involved” – and step up to the kind of personal involvement that
will bring new vigor and a spirit of renewal to our own parish.

I have given you a model to follow,
so that as I have done for you,

you should also do.
John 15:9

"More responsive to the economic issues that
people working in a Catholic setting face. Pay higher
salaries, better health care. Provide maternity leave."

"I would want to speak [to the Pope] about… the role of lay
ministers  (both professional and volunteer -- and mostly women) in
Church leadership -- both at the highest level (Vatican and national)
and  the local level. What can be done to jumpstart the acceptance  
by bishops and pastors of the legitimacy of these roles? "

"A greater role for the laity"

"Clergy vs. Lay people: Lay people need to be involved"
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DIVORCE

The “situation of divorced Catholics” was a prominent concern in our synodal
process.

ON DIVORCE
“The fact that you can’t receive communion after
divorce is keeping people away from the church”

“Why can’t we support people who divorce
like we support someone who has died?”

“If you are divorced you were made to not feel welcome”

As the Synod Committee reviewed these comments, a concern arose regarding the
understanding of current Church teaching and practice on the inclusion of
divorced persons in the liturgy and sacraments. The specific concern is the number
of comments that express an understanding that a divorced Catholic cannot
receive the Eucharist or fully practice their faith. It is not clear how many
participants in our synodal process meant to indicate “divorced” or “divorced and
remarried,” but the distinction matters, as in the eyes of the Church, divorce does
not prevent participation in Catholic sacramental life. This is a life moment when
the support of the faith community and participation in the Eucharistic feast can
offer needed comfort and consolation. 

“I really want to remain in the church and be catholic, but feel
also abandoned by the church as I cannot get remarried in the
church until my partner has his marriage annulled. This process
has been very painful and feels a bit archaic”

STORIES OF FAITH
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CONTRACEPTION

“I was married young and then divorced at 28. I haven’t been
to mass since. I have married outside the church and have 2
children. I often want to go back to church but the marriage
annulment process seems daunting”

STORIES OF FAITH

In July of 1968, Pope Paul VI promulgated the encyclical, Humanae vitae. Subtitled
On the Regulation of Birth, it reaffirmed the teaching of the Catholic Church
regarding married love, responsible parenthood, and the rejection of artificial
contraception. 
 
From the onset, Humanae vitae has been a controversial encyclical, and many
Catholics have ignored its prohibition regarding contraception. The Catholic
Church supports the methods of Natural Family Planning (NFP). On the website
of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, NFP is explained thus:

“Natural Family Planning is an umbrella term for certain methods used to
achieve and avoid conception. These methods are based on the
observation of the naturally occurring signs and symptoms of the fertile
and infertile phases of a woman's menstrual cycle…No drugs, devices, or
surgical procedures are used to avoid pregnancy.” 

I practiced natural family planning in my own marriage with
great success. But it is ridiculous not to support other forms of
birth control. We are not a faith that eschews all medical
interventions… We understand that physical intimacy has an
important purpose in the bonding of married couples beyond
that of creating life. And finally, prevention of unplanned
pregnancy is the greatest thing we can do to prevent abortions.
Not starting a new life is infinitely better than ending one.

STORIES OF FAITH
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ABORTION

Few things divide us as emotionally and decisively as does the issue of abortion. It
is perhaps the loudest and most contentious subject on the American political
landscape, as well as in the Church. Our synodal process took place previous to the
U.S. Supreme Court decision on Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization,
which nullified the constitutional right to an abortion. It is doubtful that deeply
held convictions such as these were changed by a change in the law. The
comments we heard on this subject in our synodal process were as wide ranging
and passionate as they are in society in general.

Ultimately, abortion takes place because there is something wrong
within the culture, within the system, and not simply because this or
that particular woman is seeking to end an unwanted pregnancy. 

Fr. Ron Rolheiser
The Holy Longing: The Search for a Christian Spirituality

"It’s sad that our parish is completely silent about the death
of the unborn! You would never know where the Catholic
Church stands on the issue of abortion. What St. Paul the
Apostle doesn’t say is just as powerful as what it does say."

"Give people the opportunity to follow their
hearts and own beliefs on abortion."

"I believe that dissent is a serious matter. I dissent only after
deep study and prayer. I am pro-life, but for the Church to
have any credibility it must stop putting up little white crosses
and start supporting mothers and the poor."

"I’m not sure if I believe abortion is murder or not. However,
I do believe that God gave women the right to choose by
virtue of giving them free will and a conscience by
which to be guided and make moral choices."
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No matter our differences, perhaps we can agree that women with unwanted
pregnancies have a need for community and accompaniment. Whether or not a
parishioner opposes or supports abortion, we hope that we can find middle ground
from which a ministry of healing might emerge.

"I have had to remind myself that the Church is
made of humans and humans sin. But I
continued to be troubled by the Church
leadership's reaction to scandals and the victims
of abuse. There is still much to be done to atone
for past sins and abuse."

"Sex Abuse – raise up leadership in local church.
Ongoing pain. Caused a wedge between church
and young people, sense of shame and sorrow."

"It is difficult to defend my faith when so many bad things
have happened at the hands of the priests. We make a lot
of effort to take precautions -- VIRTUS, fingerprinting, etc -
- that stems from things that priests did to parishioners. It
seems ridiculous. "

TOWARDS A MORE HONEST CHURCH

THE SEXUAL ABUSE SCANDAL

Despite the reforms instituted by the American Catholic Church to prevent the
reoccurrence of child sexual abuse, at least a third of all participants in our synodal
process indicate that their relationship with the Institutional Church is still harmed.  

35% of participants responding to our online listening
survey said that the sexual abuse scandal makes
them question their association with the Catholic

Church.
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"We used to participate regularly in church prior to the
sexual abuse scandal and the lack of clear love and
acceptance of the LGBTQ community by the church at
large. The hypocrisy of the institution really destroyed my
lifelong association with the Catholic Church. I now just try
to live a moral and ethical life, trying to have love for
every living person no matter their race, sexual orientation
etc. I still look to this pope with hope and admiration as I
do with some of our local parish leadership but the
institution has been permanently harmed in my eyes.

STORIES OF FAITH
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GENERATED WORD CLOUD FROM RESPONSES IN OUR SYNODAL
PROCESS RELATED TO DOCTRINAL / MORAL ISSUES
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We bless you Lord for our calling, for nurturing in each of us a
disciple’s heart. A heart that rejoices in your coming, a heart
sustained by your Spirit, a heart encouraged by fellow disciples.

May there grow in each of our hearts the disciple’s willingness
to learn, and the disciple’s joy in becoming a medium of your
grace. AMEN

From “Prayers for Parish Groups,” Harrington and Kavanagh

PRAYER BEFORE FAITH SHARING

FAITH-SHARING QUESTIONS
DIALOGUE WITH THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH

SEASON OF LENT, SESSION 1

1.What struck you the most after reading the Chapter on the Universal Church in
the Synod Report?

2. Many Catholics are still reeling from the effects of the sexual abuse scandal in
the Church. How has your personal sense of Catholic identity been affected by
it? 

3.A number of Synod participants indicated that many of the moral teachings of
the Church need to be reevaluated. Do you believe that the Spirit is calling us as
a Church to make changes, or do you think change to long held doctrine or
teachings is unwise? 

4.As the Universal Church grapples with the issues of LGBTQ acceptance,
women’s ordination, the role of the laity, divorce, contraception, abortion, and
the sexual abuse scandal, are there any steps towards healing and acceptance
that you might personally take in one of these areas?

5.The Catholic Church is large and far-reaching. It is easy to think of it as an
institution with which we are associated, but not for which we are responsible. If,
as Vatican II told us, we are the Church, how do you reconcile within yourself any
differences you have with the Church?
           
6.What keeps you Catholic?
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