
 SYNOD REPORT FOR ST. EUGENE – PART TWO 
 
This is the second of our Synod Team’s three-part report to the parish of our Synod 
findings. It expands upon our report to the Diocese and provides a fuller picture of 
parishioner viewpoints. The first report identified what has been most meaningful and 
nourishing to parishioners. We found a great deal of common ground and shared values 
here at St. Eugene. Now we turn to what has caused people to struggle within the 
Church and what has been lacking for them here at our parish. 
 
This section of our report is something of a paradox. Questions 2 and 4,  

 What has been your greatest struggle being part of the Church?  
 What is lacking for you, or what do you wish we had?  

led to responses that were both highly similar and highly divergent. This is not 
surprising, given the size of our parish and our different life experiences, in and out of 
the Church. Responses covered a range of topics and some respondents spoke or 
wrote with anguish, passion or bitterness—revealing the great pain, anger and 
disappointment they had carried, sometimes for years. There were differences in 
theological emphasis or position as well.  
 
We have attempted to convey these various sentiments accurately but do caution that 
the responses of this sample do not necessarily reflect the opinions, views and needs of 
the entire community. While we were fortunate to have over 300 participants in total, our 
parish is much bigger than that. Many more voices need to be heard. 
 
This caveat applies especially to the Hispanic community. The synod process had only 
one in-person meeting in Spanish for the Hispanic community. While there were close 
to 30 attendees, and lots of discussion, such a small portion of the population could not 
provide a complete picture of the thinking of the entire Hispanic community on these 
issues. We are aware that this is a limitation of the current process and moving forward, 
it is our hope that future synod-type meetings within the parish will be able to offer more 
opportunities for participation by Hispanic parish members.  
 
It is clear that in some areas, there are differences of opinion. This, as Pope Francis has 
told us, is to be expected and welcomed. The solution is not to avoid our differences, 
blame or demonize each other, or pretend that differences of opinion do not exist. 
Instead, Pope Francis has advised us to treat each other with respect and to hold our 
differences in prayer, and continue to discuss and pray together for clarity and 
discernment. 
 



Differences of opinion, even in major areas, are not something foreign to the life of the 
Church. We can imagine, for example, how vehement the arguments were in the early 
church between those who wanted all the baptized gentiles to be circumcised and to 
follow Jewish law, and others who believed one could follow Jesus without conforming 
to Jewish law. As has been said many times, the current process is one step on a 
journey, the beginning part of the journey.  
 
Question: What has been your greatest struggle being part of the Church?  
 
Repeatedly, people said the Church is out of touch with the realities of our everyday 
lives. One person said,” I'm not going to take spiritual advice from a priest that has zero 
idea or sympathy for what I go through as a woman in a patriarchal society, zero idea of  
what it is to job hunt and negotiate exploitative employment, zero idea of how to 
address modern questions of inclusivity and connective global problems.”  
 
Men and women who handle significant responsibilities in their everyday lives described 
being treated as children by the Church. Clericalism remains a problem, even in a 
parish where the pastor is open to input and ideas from the parish community. (It should 
be noted that parishioners were generous in their praise of Fr. Pat and Deacons Mike 
and John and no specific complaint about them was noted—some of these concerns 
reflected experiences with other parishes, other pastors, or with the Church hierarchy.)  
 
A number of people voiced multiple concerns: “[I have struggled with] the Church’s 
failure to respect and use the talents of women fully within the Church, [the] failure to 
adequately address the sex abuse crisis, denying communion to people, failure to pay 
adequate wages to employees, failure to recognize the lay rejection of the Church's 
teaching on contraception/premarital sex-- leading to loss of credibility (as all these 
things do). Failure to proclaim and live the Gospel as Jesus taught”.  
 
Women described encountering a church giving them second-class citizenship, treating 
them with misogyny and fear, refusing to hear their voices and use their talents. The 
failure to fully include women in Church life, including ordination, was a point that was 
mentioned repeatedly. One respondent noted: “The Church is failing women by offering 
only second-class citizenship, a rigid, all male, celibate perspective on birth control and 
unchosen pregnancies.”  
 
Some see the Church prioritizing the unborn but remaining silent when the lives of 
minorities need defending or their deaths deserve protest. Where has the Church been 
in the Black Lives Matter movement? Do we know how racist we continue to be? 
 



Much anguish was expressed over the treatment of the LGBTQ community, which is 
ostracized by a church and a system of thinking based on “natural law” in defiance or 
disregard of science. Parishioners who are the parents, family and friends of LGTBQ 
persons repeatedly and articulately expressed pain and alienation at the church’s lack 
of understanding and pastoral care. One person said: “[The Church is] not openly and 
lovingly accepting LBGTQ members. St Eugene clearly does but Church theology does 
not.” These concerns were raised repeatedly in the Synod gatherings and the survey.  
 
However, there were other views expressed as well. The idea that the church “pays lip 
service to pro-life issues” was expressed and the same respondent noted struggles with 
“a church in which many leaders and members align themselves with saving the earth 
but are noncommittal or silent [about]...the right to life.” Someone noted concern about 
“The refusal [of some Church officials] to confront the ongoing behavior by public 
officials who push for abortion and fight against right to life all the while campaigning on 
their so-called Catholicism. And now the so-called Catholic president is pushing for 
transgender drugs and surgery for young children. And the Catholic hierarchy is silent.” 
Others expressed the view that the Church is becoming too liberal. Another respondent 
talked of the need to “maintain faithful adherence to long-standing Church teachings”.  
 
Other painful issues include the wide-spread sexual abuse scandal, tragic abuse that 
occurred in schools for Native Americans, and the long history of racism within the 
Church. Regarding the sex abuse scandal, one asked, “How can I support/participate in 
a church that protects that?” Many said the Church has lost all credibility as a moral 
authority; others see no need to confess their sins to a priest. “The sexual abuse 
scandals by priests taint my ability to see them as having credibility to absolve sins.”  
 
Many found the Church unable to deal with sexuality in a healthy manner, citing an all-
male, celibate hierarchy “afraid” to give women equal footing in the Church, who instill 
guilt around sexual behavior while shielding pedophiles, and who fail to see the action 
of the Holy Spirit in the laity’s rejection of abstinence or NFP (Natural Family Planning) 
as the only acceptable forms of birth control.  
 
Some believe the Church no longer has standing to require obedience regarding sexual 
issues. “When the sex abuse scandals happened, the Church hierarchy was more 
concerned about sparing their reputation and pocketbooks than about protecting its 
children. Caring more about the institution than the People of God is just one way 
clericalism has corrupted Church leadership.” Other comments made it clear that our 
parish community continues to deal with the emotional and spiritual aftermath of the 
serious sex abuse scandals that rocked our community in the early 2000s.  
 



Others strongly disagreed with clergy using the Eucharist as a political statement, and 
preaching that abortion is the only criterion for judging a candidate while ignoring their 
policies on racism, immigration, climate change, economic injustice, healthcare, and 
more. Most did not want pastors pushing political views, implying they are moral 
imperatives. Many felt embarrassed and angry by these actions from church leaders.  
 
Others stated they want prelates to focus on caring for the poor and marginalized rather 
than the wealthy and powerful. One person said: “The increasing influence of right wing 
and big money influence, e.g. EWTN, Napa Institute, Legatus, and others who have 
become the public face of the Church [has been a concern.] It's been extremely 
discouraging to see so many people in positions of power in the Church confuse the 
culture wars with the faith. Abortion isn't everything, and there's more than one way to 
combat abortion. “Social justice isn't ‘communism’.”  
 
Finally, parishioners described uninspiring, liturgical celebrations as a problem. The 
Eucharistic is the primary source of spirituality for most Catholics, yet it is at times 
reduced to a dull, robotic exercise that one parishioner referred to as being as moving 
as a car-wash. Another noted: “I just don’t feel a passionate connection to God when 
I’m in Mass there, or haven’t on a regular basis.” Members spoke of needing homilies 
that apply to today’s world as well as music and liturgies that inspire and nourish. There 
is a desire to grow in faith--to be challenged by priests who reflect a loving God, and 
who grasp the complexities we face trying to live out our baptismal call. 
 
In addition to the input of parishioners, we had one ecumenical meeting. This was in 
accordance with the Pope’s desire that people of other faith traditions be invited to 
participate. An invitation was extended to people affiliated with the Christian 
Discipleship Center (with which St Eugene has a long association) as well as other local 
faith leaders. About ten people from local faith communities attended. Participants 
emphasized the value they saw in continued interfaith conversation, collaboration, 
education and liturgy. They spoke of differences that make increased unity more 
difficult—an inability to receive communion, the role of the Pope and the restricted role 
of women. One ordained woman specifically noted that while the failure of the Catholic 
Church to ordain women is problematic, her experience has been that Fr Pat and our 
deacons have welcomed her fully, without disparagement or being patronizing. 
Participants were enthusiastic about continuing to build connections across 
denominational lines and saw the revitalization of the Christian Discipleship Center as 
an avenue for doing this. The Care of Creation Alliance and the Kairos prison ministry 
were also cited as means to continue to work on interfaith cooperation. All noted the 
loss of young people in their faith communities; no one had any immediate answers or 
solutions to this problem.  



 
Finally, the on-line survey inquired of Catholics who have left the Church what it would 
take to get them to return. Many of the answers were the same issues talked about 
when people identified their struggles with the Church. Some had been abused or had 
family members abused. One person specifically mentioned the crypt the bishop has 
had constructed for his remains as an example of the kind of ostentation that makes a 
return difficult. Another said of the bishops and clergy: “Come down from your 
thrones...and listen to us [rather than] just speaking to us.” Others spoke of wanting to 
see the Church turn more to the marginalized and impoverished. Meanwhile others 
spoke of a need for the Church to accept the reality of divorce and effective 
contraception. The need for good priests and good homilies was noted. One person 
wrote: “Priests never give useful information about work, relationships, racism, 
...bullying, ...getting by in a collapsing capitalist economic state.... I just have no 
tolerance for an organization that can't take candid feedback about obvious flaws that 
are widely discussed and agreed on. People are all leaving for the same reasons; no 
one cares, and then bishops whine that no one loves God even though they themselves 
act in a morally bankrupt way.”  
 
What is lacking for you, or what do you wish we had?  
 
The need for better liturgy and music was expressed. “A functioning music ministry 
requires musicians that have mastered their craft - that can sing on pitch; play their 
instrument competently. But still more is required; the music minister must serve the 
greater need, to touch the heart, to express the joy, the hope - all that the readings and 
reflection may contain - as only music can.” Others noted that a paid liturgist would be 
helpful in addressing some of the problems with our liturgy.  
 
Others noted that Fr Pat has worked hard to improve his homilies (and expressed 
appreciation for this) but also noted that homilies and the Mass experience itself could 
be improved. One person asked for “…aggressive timely confrontation of issues of 
suffering ...(racism, sexism, bigotry, economic inequality, labor exploitation, sexual 
assault, child and domestic abuse, debt, lack or childcare and eldercare, lack of 
housing, lack or healthcare, disability, community support and connection, climate 
change disasters and causes) and leadership that directs us to meaningful action to 
reduce this suffering.”  
 
A very strong desire for small group experiences was expressed, whether they are Bible 
studies, book groups, small faith communities or other “opportunities to meet in small 
groups with others seeking to grow in their faith and spiritual life” —. Related to this was 
the request for more Adult Education.  



 
The great need for improvement in the Youth Program was noted—this was expressed 
across the board, with some Hispanic families noting that they have lost youth (and their 
families with them) to Protestant churches which have much more extensive 
programming for youth. “We … need a stronger youth program that can create both an 
environment and activities that draw in our young people. We don't have that now and 
haven't for years.” Our young people themselves talked of a desire for more help with 
mental health issues and managing life’s problems (wanting guidance and support in 
problem-solving) as well as more activities that make it fun and worthwhile to gather.  
 
Some people recalled practices or events we have had in the past or that they would 
like to see: retreats, the Family Retreat at the Blue Ridge Assembly, the burning of 
palms, the parish library, the progressive dinners, doughnuts and coffee after Mass. 
Others asked for extended times for Eucharistic adoration and more opportunities to 
pray the rosary together...scheduling gatherings to pray the Rosary in quiet park 
settings, parishioners' homes and at lunchtime at the Church. Others would like to see 
more support for the unborn.  
 
Another need was identified: “[We need to] develop in our parish a specific 
communications group who work on messaging the good/great things that our parish 
has done or simply communicating more effectively to reach more parishioners and the 
local community.” Although it was not clear exactly what problem this respondent was 
considering, someone noted “I WISH WE DID NOT DO EVERYTHING ON THE 
CHEAP”. Others noted that we are understaffed and that we need more maintenance 
help and more office staff. Lighting in particular was mentioned as an area of concern 
as were the many demands on the limited staff in the Church office.  
 
As we can see, the problems or issues identified here cover a range of subjects. 
Solutions or approaches to solutions for some are fairly obvious; other solutions are less 
obvious. This input of the parish community does provide “grist for the mill” for the 
parish council and Father Pat as we move forward to use the synod findings to help 
revitalize our parish.  
 
In our first report, we summarized what brought joy and solace to our parish community. 
Here, we have summarized the issues within our parish and in the broader Church that 
have troubled parish members. Part Three, the final part of this report, will be presented 
in August and will focus on concrete suggestions for action that arose from the Synod 
discussions. From there, with the continued guidance of the Spirit, we move forward 
together! 


