
 

W hen James Joyce referred to the 
Church as “Here comes 
everybody” he wasn’t paying us 
a compliment. Even so, I view it 

as one. We are “everybody!” And “everybody” 
quite aptly describes the rich mix of our parish, 
as the reports from our recent synodal 
gatherings make clear. 
 Reading over the reports and reflecting 
on them, I found myself thinking how blessed I 
am to be pastor of a parish that is full of people 
who love the Church so much that they 
embrace it, affirm it, celebrate it, and thank God 
for it, but at the same time are not at all afraid 
to criticize it, challenge it, question it, and 
express anger, disappointment, and frustration 
with it. The gospel story of Jesus—in an 
outburst of righteous anger—casting out the 
money sellers from the temple comes to mind. 
There is room for that sort of righteous anger 
since, as in the case of Jesus, it is prompted by 
love, not hate.  
 I find it quite daunting when I think 
that this is the parish I am called to lead, to 
serve, and to address Sunday after Sunday in 
my homilies. Daunting is one word; humbling 
is another. So many of the voices you will hear 
in what follows—informed, articulate, 
passionate, faith-filled—have a right to a 
‘pulpit’ as much as I do. And even though the 
pages of In Your Midst aren’t exactly a pulpit, 
they are Holy Ground (to quote one of the 
contributors) where the voice of God is audible, 
arresting, demanding. We tune it out to our own peril. 
Tune it out we must not. 
 The gospel tells us that “With God, all things 
are possible.” I can’t say that the same is true for the 
Church! We have to be realistic in our expectations. 
But isn’t it wonderful that Pope Francis is determined 
to hear from the whole Church and not just the 
hierarchy? The idea is revolutionary. To my 
knowledge, an effort of this sort and on this scale has 
never been undertaken by the Church—not even in its 
earliest days when the numbers were modest. And not 
only does Pope Francis want to hear from the whole 
Church, he wants us—who are the Church—to listen to 
each other. And that is precisely what happened 

during our parish’s synodal process. And it is clear 
that those of you who accepted the invitation and came 
together to listen to each other in prayerful,  
respectful dialogues, were surprised by what 
happened, delighted by what happened, changed by 
what happened. I think our parish can never be quite 
the same as a result, and I’m willing to bet that the 
same is true for the entire Church. 
 As we celebrate the great feast of Pentecost, let 
us pray earnestly that the gifts of the Holy Spirit will 
enlighten and enliven the entire Church as, together, 
we take the gospel of Jesus Christ out of hiding and 
into the open!  

Father Michael G. Ryan 
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M y first reactions when hearing about the 
Synod and the parish listening sessions 
were not faith-filled. And they weren’t 
particularly open minded or open 

hearted. They were, however, very human. When I saw 
the announcement in the bulletin, I responded with 
cynicism. And when I received an invitation to serve as 
a facilitator, I pulled a quilt over my head and said 
(aloud) “no, no, I’m out of practice with people!” All 
these weeks, and all these listening sessions later, my 
reaction is a prayer of gratitude. Thanks be to you, O 
Holy Spirit, for your gifts, your guidance, and your 
willingness to work with and through our humanness. 
And I’m sorry for underestimating you. 

The listening sessions were little miracles. People 
from the parish and people who found us via 
livestream during the pandemic did what I thought 
was unthinkable. They showed up. They listened. They 
prayed. They told their stories of hope and heartache. 
Themes emerged. There is a hunger for community, for 
communion, and for inclusion, especially the inclusion 
of women, LGBTQ people, and divorced people. There 
is also great sorrow over the clergy abuse scandal and a 
wish for a true apology—and meaningful repentance.  

What happens next is up to the Bishops. My hope 
and prayer is that the Holy Spirit works with and 
through their humanness and sets them on a path of 
listening to us. We’ve done our part. And we’ve 
learned: never underestimate the power of the Holy 
Spirit. 

Peggy Jarrett 
 

M y experiences of facilitating small groups 
of St. James parishioners were graced 
opportunities to meet new people and 
widen my vision of Church! We were 

like “the disciples on our way to Emmaus.” By prayer 
and honest sharing from our hearts, our joys and 
thanks, our struggles, longings and hopes for our 
Church, we recognized the presence of the risen Jesus 
walking with us on our way. By attentive listening to 
one another with our eyes and ears open, we heard and 
felt the presence of the Holy Spirit, opening up to us a 
Gospel vision of the Church: that through the 
Eucharist, we sinners and saints, all the baptized, may 
grow in unity and faith to become more fully the Body 
of Christ in our world. 

Sr. Judy Ryan 
 

I t has been an immense privilege to listen to the 
stories of so many fellow parishioners. So often 
when we look around the Cathedral on Sundays, 
we see each other and nod, smile, or say hello. 

What we can’t see in one another’s faces are the 
struggles, the wounds, the disappointments, the joys, 

the hopes, that each one of us brings with us to Mass. 
So many people shared stories of family members who 
had drifted or been driven away from the Church; of 
children who had wholly left off the practice of their 
faith; of deep disappointment in Church leaders who 
too often have seemed tone-deaf, indifferent, out of 
touch with lived human experience. 

What was universal in these sessions was a deep 
love of the Church, a longing for community and 
Eucharist, and a profound desire to share the beauty of 
our tradition—and the transformative power of faith in 
Jesus—with everyone whose lives touch ours. I realized 
that far from sitting passively in our pews, we are truly 
a community of what Pope Francis calls “missionary 
disciples.” 

During the synodal gatherings, I felt I encountered 
the Church itself, in a way I never had before. The 
experience brings to mind the words of St. Teresa of 
Avila, who died under the shadow of the Inquisition, 
aware that many were suspicious of the reform she 
dreamed of bringing about. Her last words were, “I am 
a daughter of the Church.” We, too, are children of the 
Church. 

Maria Laughlin 
 

E ach of us is on a unique faith journey. The 
Holy Spirit brought each one of us together in 
our small group listening sessions, at that 
particular time and place to share our faith 

journeys. The participants were open to sharing in a 
non-judgmental, active listening environment.  

There are a variety of ways participants were 
drawn to the Catholic Church and especially St James 
Cathedral. Some of these included: liturgy—especially 
the Eucharist, prayer, the many outreach ministries, 
Catholic social teaching and social justice, as well as 
music and worship. 

Some of the issues that were raised as concerns 
include: the role of women in the Church who are seen 
as second-class citizens and not included in Holy 
Orders, a disconnect between many U.S. Bishops and 
the people in the pews, the sexual scandal, not reaching 
today’s youth, and the need to be more inclusive—
especially to LGBTQ community. 

Participants were appreciative of the opportunity 
to share, but questioned what difference it will really 
make. They shared both the good things and the bad 
things. Participants are active in the Catholic Church 
today in spite of their concerns. 

How do we journey together, especially in a large 
parish like St James Cathedral? A good way to build 
relationships is to be involved in ministries which 
allows one to get to know others on a deeper, more 
personal basis. Praying for each other is a blessing as 
well. 
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There is always hope. The Holy Spirit was 
clearly present in the listening sessions. May we 
be open to the Holy Spirit leading us 
individually and as Church, the body of Christ. 

Jerry Wiesner 
 

W hat a blessing the Holy Spirit 
accorded us this great, historic 
and unique opportunity through 
Pope Francis, to be a part of the 

synod. That our input is truly going to be 
considered. How amazing! 

I was privileged to participate in about 16 
sessions of the synodal gatherings at St. James 
Cathedral, Seattle as a notetaker, a facilitator and 
coordinator. It was a graced experience to listen 
to participants share their stories from their 
hearts, and how passionate they were in sharing 
whatever was important for them about the 
church. What was even more amazing in my 
view was that they took the time out of their 
busy schedules to participate. That is a great act 
of love for the church! 

What I heard most from participants was 
their great love for Fr. Ryan and for the 
Cathedral, and dissatisfaction with the universal 
church on different issues including but not limited to: 
too many rules, some seemingly hypocritical, “boys’ 
club” needing to end, and the leaving of so many 
groups on the margins.  

I want to recognize the contribution of Corinna and 
Maria as the coordinators of this effort. The way they 
designed the gatherings was not only beautiful but 
very effective, and was the reason for the great 
participation. The process was very liberating to both 
presenters and the listeners.  

Once again, I am so thankful for the blessing to 
have been a part of this historic synodal process in the 
various capacities I participated in. 

Caroline Okello 
 

I ’ve known the Holy Ghost as the third name I say 
when I crossed myself for as long as I can 
remember. Come Holy Ghost, Creator Blest has 
always been one of my favorite hymns. I was 

blessed to be able sing it with my siblings at the 
bedsides of each of our parents when they were dying. 
But I never really thought of the Holy Spirit as a 
presence in my life. Not like God, Mary, and Jesus. 
Until I began facilitating for St James’ synodal listening 
sessions. The format was designed to put the Holy 
Spirit at the center. As Pope Francis intended, I’m sure. 
Sessions weren’t about the notes taken or where they’d 
go next. They were about coming together in the 
silence where the Holy Spirit lives, in each of us, in all 

of us together. They were about us speaking from our 
hearts, listening with our hearts. Some of us never had 
struggles with faith or church hierarchy and teachings. 
Some of us left the Church because of the pain we 
experienced. Many of us feel on the outside, judged, 
not welcome at the table. Many of us are painfully 
aware of the barriers Church teachings and rules put 
between some members of the Body of Christ and the 
sacraments. And yet we all came together because, I 
believe, the Holy Spirit called us to share our stories, 
our hopes and dreams, our skepticism, our fears and 
despair. Called together to listen without judgment, 
without analysis, with love and acceptance. Session 
after session I saw hearts open and trust, deeply. The 
Holy Spirit showing us a way to know that we are the 
Body of Christ, all of us. Always. And these 
conversations are just the beginning of the Holy Spirit 
at work within us and among us. We are the Church.  

The personal gift for me of facilitating listening 
sessions is a trust I couldn’t have imagined that the 
Holy Spirit is indeed alive and well and always with 
me/us. 

Postscript: I left the Church for 40 years and came 
back because I longed for a sacramental life. I’m a 
lesbian in a 30 year marriage and nobody can tell me I 
don’t belong. 

Chris Galloway 
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I  was pleased that our parish organized a synodal 
process and that I was asked to help facilitate 
listening groups. I worried that small groups 
might expose me to Covid but I was inspired by 

excellent preparation materials and a training session. I 
facilitated two listening groups in April during which 
each participant shared stories, concerns, and hopes 
while the others listened without comment. After 
everyone had spoken, we again took turns naming 
what we heard that had moved us. Finally we talked 
together about what the Holy Spirit might be asking of 
us as church. The hour-long experiences were powerful 
and we seemed to connect with one another in 
profound ways. Overall, the Synodal Process showed 
how we could journey together toward a more 
inclusive and listening church. 

I learned several things from these synodal 
experiences. First, prayerful preparation and deep 
listening enabled me to thoughtfully consider and 
appreciate stories, perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs 
that were different from my own. Second, I learned 
how much I valued being in community with other 
parishioners after two years of near-isolation due to 
Covid. 

I was surprised by the power of prayer, 
preparation, structure, and community to lead to an 
emotional and inspirational listening, reflection, and 
dialogue experience. I was also surprised to realize that 
I could still contribute to parish life despite my 
advancing age and declining health.  

I hope the parish will have the resources and 
motivation to support future synodal listening groups. 
Perhaps such groups could meet quarterly to consider 
topics such as increased support for the elderly and 
infirm, or attracting and retaining young parishioners. I 
believe the synodal process could help our church 
address the challenges we face, and I would gladly 
participate in future listening sessions. 

Paul Snow 
 

T he four synod sessions I led were different 
from each other, which should be no surprise 
because they were made up of different 
people with a variety of backgrounds, 

experiences, and preferences. As James Joyce wrote in 
Finnegan’s Wake, “Catholic means, ‘Here comes 
everybody.’”  

There were, however, some common qualities in 
each session: Each participant shared generously and 
thoughtfully, with vulnerability that touched hearts. 
Nearly everyone voiced serious concerns about the 
Church’s need to live the Gospel more perfectly, 
especially in terms of inclusiveness, mercy, and 
integrity. Some have been deeply hurt by rigid 
interpretations of who’s in and who’s out. Most 

participants expressed gratitude and awe for the 
sacraments and liturgy, the substantial nature of 
Catholic traditions, and the value of community. A 
number of people noted that the Church as a whole has 
a powerful role to play in moral leadership based on its 
well-developed Social Teaching, but too often it lacks 
courage, initiative, or credibility because of its own 
scandals. Just about everyone expressed appreciation 
for our own gifted pastor, capable staff, and Gospel-
rooted programs at St. James. They were grateful for 
this Synod sharing opportunity to listen to one another, 
to learn, and to journey together through sometimes 
rocky terrain. Many are hoping for more opportunities 
to meet with fellow parishioners in similar ways.  

The most common thread in my sessions was each 
person’s profound need to be recognized, embraced, 
understood, valued, and forgiven by their beloved 
Church. From deep within, they treasure their spiritual 
home and expect the best from it. They hold the 
Church to the highest standards—its own standards—
and most are here because they want to participate in 
the ongoing building of the Kingdom Jesus came to 
establish: one of inclusiveness, acceptance, justice, and 
unconditional love.  

Debby Walsh 
 

S ince participating in the synodal listening 
sessions, I’ve noticed I’m developing a new 
habit. Whenever I get frustrated or angry with 
someone, particularly a stranger, I try to take a 

deep breath and remind myself that every person has a 
story, and chances are if I knew that story, I’d probably 
view their actions less harshly. 

During the synodal process I was blessed to hear a 
lot of people’s stories. There were stories of pain: of 
rejection felt by LGBT+ people unwelcomed by the 
Church, of exclusion felt by divorced persons and 
women disqualified from receiving sacraments, and of 
loss of faith in the face of life’s most challenging 
moments. There were also stories of grace: of finding a 
spiritual home, of finding a soulmate, and of finding 
strength in young people. As we shared stories, even 
the hardest of hearts were softened, and participants 
left with a shared sense of love and commitment to 
encounter one another more authentically. 

Our stories helped us to see the inherent dignity 
and grace in every one of us. Guided by the Holy 
Spirit, we were moved from disagreement and distrust 
to candor and community. To make that move, we 
needed to share, but we also needed to listen. It was in 
listening that I felt the Holy Spirit’s presence more 
powerfully than I ever have before, and I strongly 
believe that our Church needs to listen to more stories 
too, so it can feel the reinvigorating presence of the 
Holy Spirit. 
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I hope our Church, guided by the Holy Spirit, is 
continually transformed by our stories, but I also don’t 
think the journey ends with us sharing our world with 
the Church. Rather, we also must take the next step: we 
must share our church with the world so that the same 
transformation can happen in us. 

John Engel-Kemnetz 

 

I  facilitated several Synod groups composed of 
guests and volunteers of the Cathedral’s outreach 
ministries, in keeping with the Synod’s call to 
“reach out to the peripheries, to… those who 

experience poverty or marginalization.” The 
underlying theme of the sessions was one of 
appreciation. Every single guest exuded a deep sense of 
thanks for being made to feel welcome at St. James. 
They don’t have much to offer to show their 
thankfulness, but they all professed that they care for 
the Cathedral, which has become a home and a 
sanctuary where they feel protected and comforted. 
Some guests also shared that at St. James, they can shed 
their tough exteriors, and become vulnerable, sharing 
some of their personal sufferings and challenges with 
volunteers and staff who they know care for them. For 
this beautiful community, they are most thankful. 

Patrick Barredo 

 

O ur ancestors’ Exodus journey began as an 
unexpected disruption. On a typical day of 
shepherding, a fiery bush caught Moses’ 
curiosity. Suddenly, the Holy One spoke 

through the flames, “Moses, take off your shoes, for the 
place on which you stand is Holy Ground!” And on 
that Holy Ground, standing in unshod awe, Moses 
listened to God recounting the sufferings of the 
enslaved Israelites, calling and sending him to lead a 
broken people out of slavery to a Promised Land.  

Moses’ story came to mind as I heard Pope Francis 
inviting us into a revolutionary “burning bush” 
encounter in our own time—a Synod on Synodality. He 
invited all of us, laity, ordained, hierarchs, nobodies, 
active, inactive, enthusiastic, disillusioned, young, old, 
rich, poor, to take part in an extraordinary disruption 
of ordinary church life—to take off our shoes and stand 
on the Holy Ground of our own and others’ joys, 
hopes, heartaches, wounds, and dreams experienced as 
members of God’s pilgrim Church. He asked us to 
share courageously and to listen deeply to each other. 
And, as we listened, he asked us to be on the lookout 
for the Spirit pointing out surprising new paths 
forward in the wilderness, beyond the seeming 
obstacles and the fog in front of us. 

It was a profound privilege to serve as one of the 
facilitators for our St. James Cathedral “burning bush” 
sessions. Before each gathering, I prayed to be able to 
take off my shoes in holy awe to behold the courage 
and power of each participant’s sharing. And 
unfailingly I was overwhelmed with gratitude and 
renewed hope by sacred stories that had been blessed 
and broken open, poured out, full measures of 
remembered joys, consolations, deep love for liturgy, 
passion for service and justice, sorrows, challenges, 
doubts, laments, and dreams of a more just and 
inclusive future road. We reaped tears and laughter, 
anger and regret, and an impossible unquenchable 
hope. And we heard God’s Spirit drawing our attention 
to new directions in the wilderness for St. James, for 
our Archdiocese, and for our global Church. Holy 
Ground indeed! 

It is my profound hope that our church leaders will 
approach this “burning bush” moment with the 
openness of Moses and of so many parishioners who 
participated in this unexpected “disruption.” I pray 
that our own bishops can be humble and open enough 
to take off their shoes and stand on the Holy Ground of 
our collected hopes and dreams, as well as our hearts 
broken by ecclesiastical exclusion, racism, and lack of 
transparency. I pray that they can stand in awe of the 
flock entrusted to them, paying special heed to the 
undaunted faithful commitment of women, People of 
Color, LGBTQ members. I pray they can hear without 
fear the Spirit speaking new possibilities through the 
fierce cries of the laity, including our youth, to be seen, 
heard, and celebrated as gifted co-laborers and leaders 
on the journey into a future full of hope. I pray that 
together we can let the Spirit lead us into new freedom 
and possibility.  

Patty Repikoff 
 

 
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B eginning in Lent and continuing through 
May, St. James Cathedral hosted twenty-
four synodal gatherings, some in person, 
most on Zoom. Twenty-one parishioners 

pitched in to facilitate small groups or take notes. In 
all, around 400 people participated. 
 The central question explored in the synod was 
this: 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”? A guided meditation by 
parishioner Patty Repikoff helped each participant 
prepare carefully for the process. 

Each session began and ended with prayer, and 
was structured in three “rounds.” In the first round, 
each person took turns sharing the fruit of their 
prayer and reflection. There was no discussion or 
response in this round; all participants simply 
listened to what each person had to say. This round 
was followed by a brief silence. In the second round, 
each participant shared what struck them most in the 
first round and what moved them during the time of 
silence. Finally, in the third round, participants 
dialogued freely on what resonated in the 
conversation, and where the Holy Spirit might be 
calling the Church. 

In each small group, either the facilitator or a 
designated notetaker took careful notes on the session. 
In all, sixty-nine reports totaling 243 pages and some 
98,000 words were prepared. The goal of these reports 
was not to be scientific: this was not a “pew study” or a 
Gallup poll. Rather, notetakers jotted down the words 
of participants, brief stories that were shared, and 
themes that emerged. It was an organic approach to an 
organic process.  

All these reports have been sent off to the synod 
coordinators at the Archdiocese of Seattle, to be read 
along with reports from parishes across Western 
Washington, and ultimately distilled into a diocese-
wide synthesis. 

It would seem to be an impossible task to reduce so 
much material to a few pages. However, reading 
through the reports, some themes emerge very 
strongly. The following pages provide a synthesis of 
the Cathedral’s many synodal gatherings, in the words 
of the participants themselves. 

 

As you have read in the reflections by our 
facilitators, there was a lot of grief and heartache 
shared, as well as joy and gratitude. Above all, there 
was a strong sense of the presence of the Holy Spirit, 
“filling the house in which they were.” The gifts of the 
Holy Spirit—wisdom, understanding, counsel, 
fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord—were 
palpable in these gatherings and in the brave, touching, 
honest words of those who participated. One facilitator 
summed up the sessions in this way: “The Holy Spirit 
was extremely present and at work during this session. 
Everyone was listening attentively and several people 
expressed how they felt changes of heart during the 
conversation. Participants left full of hope and love for 
their faith.” 

The following extracts are grouped by theme, and 
come verbatim from the reports on our Cathedral 
synodal sessions. These comments are representative of 
many others, and capture in a powerful way the 
themes and ideas that emerged from the sessions. 

Maria Laughlin 

We are the Church 
A synthesis of the synodal gatherings at St. James Cathedral 
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The Synod Many shared feelings of reluctance, skepticism, 
and hope about the synodal process itself.  
• There was a feeling of pessimism that there is 

nothing that is going to change no matter how 
much is said during these synodal gatherings, but 
for whatever the worth, sharing is good. 

• A young man shared that when preparing for the 
session he had thought “this all sounds like 
corporate gobbledygook,” but upon hearing 
others’ stories, he felt inspired. 

• The synodal process is great, but it will all end up 
in the theology machine, ‘the usual Catholic style.’ 

• The synod is seen as a healthy way of addressing 
divisions and disagreements. It is an official, 
Church-sanctioned conversation in which there are 
no taboo subjects, no off-limits subjects, no wrong 
answers. This is a healthy way to talk, rather than 
simply forbidding dialogue about some topics. 

• The synod is teaching us how to listen to what God 
is saying. 

• The worldwide Synodal process is a huge blast of 
oxygen in our Church. 

 
The role of women in the Church emerged immediately 
as one of the predominant themes in virtually every session 
hosted at St. James Cathedral. 
• Ordination does not impart all of the gifts needed 

to build the Church. We need to honor and call 
forth the voices of women. 

• I feel the exclusion of women from ministry is 
arcane and ill-founded, and is a waste of talent.  

• To only hear the preached experience of men 
Sunday after Sunday, no matter how good they 
are, to have to listen to non-inclusive readings day 
after day wears us down, and deadens our spirits, 
especially when there can be no discussion. This is 
sinful. 

• As a single mother, sometimes it seems to me the 
Church is out of touch with human life. There is 
still so much that I love, but I hear the leadership—
the bishops—make statements that feel inhuman, 
distant from my lived experience. I want the 
Church to be a place for my daughter to grow, 
where she will have role models. 

• The Church as an institution is losing its 
credibility, because it clings to practices that cannot 
be found in Jesus’s life, words, or actions. I find no 
way to justify the exclusion of women from 
leadership and the ordained ministry. It’s too hard 
to explain that away. For me, the closer I come to 
Jesus the further I feel from the institutional 
Church. I would like to have that gap lessened for 
me. 

• An elderly woman shared how her granddaughter 

had asked her a lot of hard questions about 
Catholicism, and despite her best efforts to provide 
answers, her granddaughter said, “I cannot be 
confirmed because I cannot say in truth that I 
believe everything the Catholic Church teaches,” 
specifically citing the limited role of women in the 
Church. The woman found this heartbreaking, but 
was energized by her granddaughter’s well-
formed conscience, and agrees that “we wouldn’t 
have the crisis of too few priests if we understood 
the untapped vocations of women.” 

• One thing I was really struck with was that the 
reason I’m still Catholic is that I’ve had strong 
women in my life, keeping me with a deep sense of 
the true Church. I’m at a place where I love my 
faith, but the institution: what do you do with an 
institution that doesn’t really believe that you are 
the Church? 

• If this was given to me as an adult, I would never 
join an organization that was run by men only, and 
not by women and men. I love what it’s about, the 
people you meet, the goodwill. The fact that it’s 
just men really bothers me. I have lots of strong 
women in my life, from my marriage, to my family. 

 
The inclusion and acceptance of LGBTQ community 
was a theme that came up in every session. 
• A young man shared that the day he and his 

husband were civilly married, they visited the 
outside of the church to pray with family and 
friends and were joined by a priest. Unbeknownst 
to them, their photographer was a Catholic who 
had been struggling with her faith because of the 
Church’s exclusion of LGBTQ people, and she 
cried seeing the commitment of the couple and the 
attendance of a priest, finding renewal in her faith 
through that. 

• The Church is a family and we should be able to 
get along. My gay, lesbian, divorced friends do not 
feel welcome in the Church. God does not divide 
people—people do. 

• An older woman shared she is a lesbian and the 
Church’s teachings have been hurtful. She has 
never had a problem with God, but she had to 
leave the Church for a long time. She returned 
because she missed the sacraments. She looks 
forward to a welcoming church someday—a 
church that takes barriers away rather than putting 
barriers up. 

• My LGBTQ friends don’t feel welcome in the 
Church—they are told from a very early age that 
they’re sinners, and they feel unwelcome. I think 
that’s very sad and I believe the opposite. I believe 
the Church should welcome everyone.  
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• I have two family members who 
are gay/lesbian. Because of that, 
not only have they stopped 
going to the Catholic Church, 
but so has one of their mothers. 
She feels she cannot be Catholic 
because the Church doesn’t 
accept her child.  

• The crisis over the firing of two 
gay teachers at Kennedy 
Catholic was a painful moment, 
as hundreds of young people 
came and protested at the 
Cathedral, moved by 
compassion and the love of 
Jesus. They were doing what we 
taught them, they were 
advocating for justice for the 
marginalized. 

• God loves everyone, no matter what, no matter 
what type of person you are. My daughter is gay. I 
have no idea where that came from, but I realized: 
God loves everybody. I don’t see the Church being 
open to embrace gay people. That hurts. 

• My two children, as they grow older, they have 
both developed relationships and would call 
themselves gay. Their relationships are meaningful 
and loving, and yet, they’ve pulled away from the 
Church because the language is so harmful. My 
husband, in support of the kids, has pulled away 
also. On top of that, the abuse scandals have been 
very difficult. The structures of our family fray a 
bit. That mystery of forgiveness has been even 
more important to experience. 

 
Racism in the Church was mentioned repeatedly. 
• An older black man recalled how after George 

Floyd’s murder, the bishops suddenly decided to 
start talking about racism, but they talked to 
Catholics about George Floyd’s murder much more 
as if they were talking to the police who had 
murdered George Floyd than to George Floyd 
himself. He shared that ‘the bishops defaulted to 
the idea that the ordinary, acceptable, normal 
Catholic person is white—they weren’t looking at 
my face, or at the black people in the pews.’ 

• One woman shared that she has experienced much 
racism, especially during the sign of peace. White 
people would shake each other’s hands around her, 
but not hers, even when she had her hand out. “To 
be honest, I like that with the pandemic we do a 
touch-free sign of peace,” she said. 

• How is there not a single saint of African-American 
descent? Are we saying that none of these people 

lead good holy lives to become saints? Just how far 
does racism go, up to heaven? 

• Where was the Church in summer 2020, when the 
whole world was talking about racial justice and 
Black Lives Matter? Jesus was always with the 
marginalized. 

• My mother was a staunch, devout Catholic who 
was absolutely committed to raising us in the faith. 
Being African American, most of my friends were 
not Catholic. They wonder how I can stay with 
‘that church.’ It’s tough to deal with racism in the 
Church. It’s difficult to talk about racism because 
not everyone sees it, experiences it, or recognizes it. 
The synod, though, is the time to bring it up, 
difficult as it is. 

 
Communion and inclusion were constant themes. 
• It is heartbreaking when individuals are not 

welcome. Everyone should be welcome to come to 
the table where we share the body and blood of 
Christ. 

• The treasure of the Church should be shared 
widely and freely. You shouldn’t have to feel you 
are perfectly pure to approach Jesus. We should 
not guard the treasure, but share it.  

• I am very disturbed at how some of our US Bishops 
have politicized communion. It should be offered 
to everyone, regardless of marital status, and 
political beliefs. We all need it. Have mercy on us 
all, O God, for we are sinners. 

• There are too many cases of sacraments intended to 
pour out grace instead being ‘weaponized’ to 
exclude and divide communities. 

• It is a huge problem when we prevent people’s 
access to the grace of the sacraments. If we exclude 
people from the Church, where can they turn in 
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times of tragedy and suffering? They will not be 
able to access the grace and mercy in their times of 
need. The disciples of Jesus’ day did the same 
thing, trying to keep people away from him, telling 
them to shush, wondering why Jesus would bother 
talking to certain people, eat with certain people, 
touch certain people. 

• Why don’t headlines read, ‘Jesus is Really Present 
in the Eucharist!’ instead of ‘Politician Denied 
Communion’? In the Gospel we read that Jesus 
welcomed sinners and dined with them, but too 
many are denied access to the Eucharistic table, not 
by Jesus, but by us. 

• Everyone should be able to come to the table. Jesus 
is the example. He reached out and ministered not 
to the rule-followers, but to the outcasts. 

 
The abuse crisis was a constant theme, as was the 
Church’s loss of credibility and trust in the wake of scandals. 
• I am a cradle Catholic. I was educated at Catholic 

schools, and I have been a Catholic school teacher 
for more than 30 years. I love the Church, but I am 
still grieving and heartbroken about the priest 
pedophile issue. I’m still angry. I think about Jesus 
and the children, and then I think about what 
happened to children; what an outrage that people 
in charge just let it happen. To me, the people in 
charge who moved the priests around makes me 
angrier than the pedophiles themselves. I love the 
people in the pews next to me, I love Father Ryan. 
As a teacher, I know we have done things to 
prevent abuse from happening, but I’m not sure we 
have ever truly grasped it. It’s heartbreaking when 
I love the Church so much. For a time, I was ready 
to quit my job and find a different Church, but still, 
I love the Church, and I know so many good 
people who love kids. I’m still processing it: I don’t 
know if I ever will truly process it. I’m not sure it’s 
something you can ever put behind you. 

• Transparency is key. There is so much secrecy 
about things that don’t need to be secret. The 
appointment of bishops, for instance. There should 
be broader consultation.  

• I had an experience where I was sitting in Church 
during a protest by Native American communities, 
when they left children’s shoes outside the door. I 
had the feeling of being on the wrong side: usually 
we marched for justice, and here we were the ones 
being protested against. That hurt so much. I 
remember wishing the ground would just open up. 

• The scandals, the residential schools came down on 
me like a ton of bricks. Why would I stay in this 
Church?  

• The Church has a responsibility to be a place of 

healing. We need to be forthright and transparent 
about the sins of the Church. We can’t let the story 
end there. 

• We say fallen away Catholics, but that’s a 
euphemism. Many Catholics have been driven 
away. We’ve heard a lot of apologies. We have lists 
of the credibly accused. We have advisory panels. 
But it’s not enough. We need reconciliation and 
healing that can only come from an expansive 
outreach. We need to listen to victims. There needs 
to be more structural change in the Church. 

• A middle-aged man shared that his former parish 
priest was the source of one of the first major 
public abuse crises and was arrested and charged, 
which caused him to leave the Church. After a 
rough period in his life, he returned to the Church 
and, despite still being mad at the continued abuse 
scandals, looks to devotion to the Eucharist and 
service to find healing. 

 
Where are the youth and young people? Another theme 
that emerged very strongly was the sense of loss over fallen 
away Catholics and younger generations who are 
disconnected from the Church. 
• We raised our son in the practice of the faith. He’s 

27 now and he loves the rituals, but he is not happy 
with the Church and rarely goes to Mass. 

• Kids and others who struggle to make sense of 
life… don’t feel the embrace of God in Church for 
who they are, their questions, their feelings, their 
self-doubts, their differing opinions. They don’t 
feel the Church journeying with them. 

• A lot of young people are missing out on what the 
Church has to offer—that peace. I teach 
confirmation and in that group I encounter an 
increasing number of kids with a spiritual 
malaise—it’s challenging to help these young 
people find the peace, the community that comes 
with participation in the Mass. 

• I asked my daughter what the ideal church would 
look like. “The Catholic Church isn’t a happy 
place,” she told me. “There’s nothing for me there. 
I find God in the outdoors.” 

• One thing that makes me so sad is that my siblings, 
nieces and nephews, and one of my kids have 
stepped away from the Church. They can’t see 
beyond the troubles the Church has. They are big 
troubles, but I also feel that those troubles are not 
the Church—the people are the Church.  

• Today, a deep concern is my family members, 
especially nieces and nephews, who no longer 
participate in Catholic worship. I don’t know how I 
can bring back the rest of my family to the Catholic 
faith. 
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• Even though I’m the only active Catholic, it’s been 
a connection to the Church for my whole family. 

• One elderly woman knows that no one in her 
family will ever set foot in a Catholic church again 
unless it is for her funeral. Her siblings and their 
children struggle with the church approach to 
divorce and remarriage, as well as issues of clergy 
sex abuse, and the lack of transparency around it.  

• I feel like my core values—justice, love, care for 
humanity—are from my faith, and inspire my work 
in the non-profit world. But growing-up 
experiences put a lot of distance between myself 
and the Church. When my parents divorced, it was 
the right decision for them, but it was really 
difficult in the church community and the family 
community. It was the best thing they could have 
done, but there was zero support. As an adult, I 
discovered I was queer, and that made it even 
more difficult to be in Church. My kids are Alaska 
natives. I know the Pope apologized to the native 
peoples, but I have to wonder how I could put my 
kids in a place where there is that legacy of harm.  

• My daughters no longer practice their faith. I wish I 
could share my experience with them. I love 
arriving early to Mass, watching people slowly fill 
the Church. It feeds my soul. 

 
“How can you still be Catholic?” is a question many 
participants get from friends and family.  
• How can you be so modern and open-minded 

while being part of a faith that is so backwards? 
• I know the kids I teach in a public school know I 

am Catholic, and I never want to hurt them or lead 
them to believe that just because my Church isn’t 
transparent, or because it publicly considers 
homosexuality a disorder, that I do not love them 
in all their diversity, their questions, their doubts, 
and their ideals. I don’t want them to think that I 
am in agreement with those hateful and hurtful 
stances of the hierarchy in many places. 

• She has found herself asked why she remains a 
part of a Church that has seen so much scandal, 
rejects LGBT people, and only allows men to lead. 
She said she didn’t have good answers for her 
friends. 

• St. James is more open than most other Catholic 
Churches, yet we can get lulled into thinking this is 
normal. It’s like a gated community, and we forget 
what’s out there. When the wider church published 
and continues to publish screeds against gay 
marriage or women using their consciences, or 
communion wars; when the Church thinks it can 
hide sex abuse for decades, and calls gay friends 
‘disordered,’ when women continue to be excluded 

from leadership, she stopped going to Mass and 
found other wells to refresh. “The things that sent 
me away are the things that those who stay are 
valiantly struggling with. Your choice to stay is 
inspiring to me. Yet I rest peacefully with my 
decision to leave.” 

• I tell my daughter, when you see me praying, it’s 
not what it looks like. It’s not easy. We have a 
Church and it’s a human institution. It’s broken, 
just like all of us are as humans. 

 
Treasure of the Tradition In the midst of many voices 
calling for reform and change, other voices expressed fear of 
rapid change and loss of our tradition. 
• I am worried about losing all the good old stuff if 

we change too quickly. 
• We need to understand the truth that Jesus gave us. 

If you’re tolerant of everything, you believe in 
nothing. We need to put Jesus on top and recognize 
that everything else is secondary. 

• Change is always a mixed bag. I feel as though 
Catholics want perfection. We’re very hard on 
ourselves. We’re a work in progress. There is so 
much good the Church does. 

• The rules, formality of the institution have 
protected the Eucharist; that structure is the reason 
we still have Eucharist. But how do we honor 
conscience, where is that place where we protect 
and find beauty in that conscience. 

 
The Eucharist Many participants expressed their love and 
gratitude for the Eucharist. 
• Catholicism is madness. We believe in the body 

and the blood of Jesus. No wonder we don’t talk 
about it. People would think we are out of our 
minds! But that’s why we’re here. The Eucharist. 
We have this great treasure. But how do you tell 
people that? I don’t know anything except that I’m 
not good at it. 

• To be a Catholic has everything to do with the 
Eucharist, because it’s what’s brings us together, 
and it’s what makes us into Christ. It sends us out 
to be prophets and people who stand for really 
important issues in our world today—war, peace. 

• It was a strange thing not having Eucharist all 
those many months. It was like someone died in 
your intimate life, and you kept looking for that 
person but couldn’t find them. The greatness of 
Catholicism is the sheer physicality. It’s a religion 
of the body, it’s sacramental. 

• I still have a lot of questions about the Church. Lots 
of hurts, too. What keeps me in is the Eucharist. I 
don’t mean just receiving the Body of Christ at 
Mass, but being a part of the Body of Christ, 
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throughout the world. I can’t imagine being 
elsewhere. 

 
What is your dream for the Church? 
• A Church that reflects openness to change, nimble 

and adaptable. 
• A church that is more centered on humility, a poor 

Church, for the poor, more centered on mercy. 
• A Church which celebrates the gifts of women as 

leaders, as priests and deacons, as equally chosen 
by God as their brothers. 

• A church where everyone feels like they belong 
equally. 

• A radically welcoming Church. 
• I want the Church to be a refuge. A place for all 

people, for people of color, for LGBT, I want them 
to find peace here. I want people to know that they 
are accepted and loved, that they have wings 
covering them, that they are watched over. 

• I’ve left the Church and come back; hated it, loved 
it. I was angry with the Church for years because a 
priest encouraged me to stay in an abusive 
relationship. The last time I came back to stay. I 
would like the Church to avoid dualistic thinking. 
No one of us is better than the other. 

• I think too often in the Church, we may settle for a 
false unity, but that unity came at the cost of 
avoiding conflict, avoiding differences of opinion, 
rather than letting people come together and voice 
their views. 

• What is your dream for the Church? That question 
really spoke to me. I think of my children. I have 
two boys. I have been fortunate that my parents 
have passed on their faith. I want my children to 
have that deeper relationship with Jesus as well. 
Who is part of our Church? It should be all of us, 
regardless of where we are coming from, or what 
our background is. It’s all of us. I think my faith is 
the greatest gift I can give to my children. Along 
the way things will happen that will make us 
question our faith, but I want them to have that 
foundation. 

• I’ve been awakened to a God that pleasures in all of 
us, not just the ones that conform, but also the ones 
who are on the outside looking in. That is my hope 
for the Church. I long for the voices of those who 
are marginalized, because they hold truths that I’m 
impoverished by not knowing. I’m looking for the 
voices of women, of people of other cultures, other 
races, other sexualities, other genders. They are all 
rich gifts to me, and I want the Church to be able to 
embrace all those voices as something dazzling, 
like Revelation gives us, in that wonderful city that 
is so filled with love. I look for newness, freshness, 

inclusion, joyful belonging from those who long for 
the rules, and those who long for no rules. 

• I think we’re all looking for a place to belong, and 
having that community, and that’s what I want for 
my sons. I want them to grow up in a place where 
they belong to a community. We talk about the 
merciful God, and hopefully a merciful Church as 
well. 

• I think what the Church needs to hold, in spite of 
the history, is that Catholicism is love. That’s what 
we do—we love everybody. The Church is always 
there. I know it was there for me when I lost my 
parents and nephew. One of the things the Church 
can do is embrace, and not judge. God is the one 
who judges. Just being a beacon of light, hope, and 
love. That’s my hope for the Church, because that’s 
what I feel the Church has been for me. Being a 
loving, nourishing, awe-inspiring place where 
everybody is safe. 

• When I think about the Catholic church, it matters 
to me that it is one global church, that really 
matters to me. I don’t want to see Germany leave, 
or Nigeria leave. I do have fear there. As we 
journey together, I think what we should be doing 
is show Jesus to the world. I feel we do that better 
by serving than by preaching. 

• I want the Church to take care of people here in 
this life, not just in the next life. I want my Church 
to be “Big Tent.” I want the Church to embrace 
liberals and conservatives; I would also like the 
Church to embrace everyone, including gay people, 
divorced people, people who have gone through 
the trauma of abortion. In other words: everyone. 

• We are the Church, and by changing ourselves, we 
are changing the church. 

 
 
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