
   
 

   
 

Synod Synthesis: Summary of Listening Sessions  
St. Noel Parish ~ Willoughby Hills ~ Lake County  

April 29, 2022  
  

St. Noel Parish is grateful for the opportunity Pope Francis provided for the Church to be listened to, 

and we embraced the synod process whole-heartedly. Two parishioners attended the opening 

diocesan liturgy. Invited by our pastor, 2 staff members and 3 parishioners attended facilitator 

training and formed a committee to organize the parish synodal process. Five in-person sessions were 

held between January-March 2022. The first session included leaders from our parish council, finance 

council, and endowment committee, encouraging them to spread the word to other parishioners. We 

also held one zoom session, and one weekend in-person Mardi Gras donut event with informal 

conversations after each of the 3 weekend liturgies. 

Question One:  
What are the most common themes that emerged from the listening sessions? Which points of 
view were mentioned less but are interesting and noteworthy? What did participants have to say 
about areas where the church is in need of healing and conversion? What dreams, desires, and 
aspirations for the Church were expressed by the participants?  
 
A strong over-arching desire throughout all of our sessions was that LOVE should drive our faith lives 
– though many feel it is not the basis for current rules and conventions. Several responses noted that 
they feel that the Church has become so bogged down in tradition and history that she has become 
elitist and unwilling to grow and evolve with the very people who make up the Body of Christ. Until 
that attitude changes, the souls who are excluded or ignored will create a deficit of completeness in 
the Body of Christ. 

A second overall longing noted in responses was a sense of re-prioritizing life goals and purposes. 
COVID-19 forced many into isolation and impeded connections that many parishioners took for 
granted. There was a passionate indication that people have reflected upon their life standards and 
see a need for change not only in their personal lives, but also the life of the church. 

The most common themes that emerged from our listening sessions are:  

INCLUSIVITY – This was overwhelmingly the most common theme emerging from our synodal 
sessions. It included the broad ideas that all of God’s creation is good, and we are all made in the 
image of God. Additionally, as people reflect on the gospels, they see divergence in current teaching 
from the lessons Jesus taught. Specifically mentioned was becoming more understanding and 
accepting of sexual orientation, gender identity, faith/beliefs, political persuasions, race, and 
ethnicity. The desires expressed were to be more open, welcoming, and compassionate; and less 
judgmental, fearful, and exclusive. An aspiration for the Church is to grow in our understanding of the 
immense diversity of God’s creation. A dream for the Church is to allow Jesus, whom we believe to be 
really present in the Eucharist, to be truly present and available to all.  

CHURCH LEADERSHIP – This second most common theme from our sessions included the broad ideas 
of growing the priesthood, widening leadership opportunities, increasing dialogue, and improving 
accountability and transparency. Specifically mentioned were making celibacy optional, allowing 
priests to marry, opening ordination to women, increasing the leadership role of the laity, continuing 



   
 

   
 

listening sessions and conversations between hierarchy and laity, and continuing to make right the 
handling of the sexual abuse crisis. An aspiration for the Church is to allow more creativity in the 
relationship of the common priesthood of the baptized and the ministerial priesthood. A dream for 
the Church is to have leadership reflect the vast image of God.  

SOCIAL JUSTICE – The third most common theme from our sessions is to continue to imagine and 
practice opportunities for advocacy and charity. Specifically, participants were most concerned about 
those advancing in age, those without shelter, those suffering mental illness, and those who are 
hungry. Aspirations for the Church are to increase awareness of needs globally and in specific areas; 
and assist others in helping themselves. A dream for the Church is to connect as a global community 
serving the Body of Christ.  

EVANGELIZATION/YOUTH – There was also a desire to bring people back to the Church. People have 
disassociated from the Church for a number of reasons, such as the sexual abuse scandal, invalidating 
gay relationships, a lack of acceptance of people who identify as LGBTQ, focus on rules vs. 
compassionate embrace of those seeking a faith community, and arrogance among priests and 
church leadership. Great sadness was expressed at the loss of talent, faith, presence, and hope. So 
many parents and grandparents are grieving the disconnection between their children and 
grandchildren and any church/faith life. Young people expressed great frustration about the lack of 
diversity and absence of inclusion in the Church that they feel are present in their societies. 
Additionally, parents’ and grandparents’ perceived lack of their own catechesis causes concern about 
formal catechesis for their children and teens. Aspirations for the Church are to demonstrate a church 
that welcomes all – new and returning Catholics. A dream for the Church is to continue building 
communities of faith that affirm and support catechesis that already happens organically in families; 
and recognize the value of example and modeling within parishes. 

COMMUNITY – The last major theme noted in our synodal sessions is a need to re-commune events 
that bring people together. Connections to church were very commonly associated with group 
affiliations via ministry, social events, working for justice, learning, and sharing faith more broadly. 
There was a sense that a diverse community promotes and encourages understanding, tolerance, and 
a sense of God’s true love for all of creation. A dream for the Church is to increase in number and 
talent such that there is a social, moral, and gracious perception that all are truly welcome. An 
aspiration for the Church is for growth through acceptance and welcoming of any and all people who 
seek a community of faith based on desire, rather than a sense of earning or merit. 

Noteworthy areas where the Church is in need of healing and conversion include admitting culpability 
in the sexual abuse scandal and putting checks in place to prevent future abuses; promoting 
acceptance and tolerance of people currently discouraged from participating in Eucharist based on 
policies that are more exclusionary than welcoming; eliminating or discouraging politics within the 
Church such that all can agree on a common goal of “making this world as glorious as Heaven.”(1) 

 

(1) Quote from one of the teen responses. 

 

 
 
 



   
 

   
 

Question Two:  
What are the emerging actions recommended? What challenges or opportunities do these 
reflections pose for us in our personal lives, in our communities, and in our diocese? What are the 
consequences of not addressing these issues?  

EMERGING ACTIONS –  

The vast majority of suggested actions concerned the themes of Love and Inclusivity noted in 
Question One. In short, respondents stated that we are called to love as Jesus loved and to follow 
two Great Commandments in everything we do, and we need to foster, encourage, and undertake 
actions that further that way of life.   

People suggested that we make clear that inclusivity is our public stance. This can be done by crafting 
a statement that we are all "God's Beloved Children." This includes women, youth, those in the 
LGBTQ community, divorced, and remarried.  We must actively embrace diversity, support each other 
in that diversity, and actively welcome all those who come to our doors. Many people noted that we 
must make the Eucharist available to all and stop putting restrictions on reception based on life 
choices and styles; no one should be excluded. It is only in this way that we are able to become the 
Church God intended us to be and reflect God’s loving acceptance of all people.  

In addition to Love and Inclusivity, frequently mentioned actions concerned church leadership. Many 
people would like to see married priests and women priests, which will take time but should still be 
moved forward. People want more female representation in leadership roles in the Church. Church 
leadership must account for the past sins of the Church (and the tolerance of those sins -- such as the 
sexual abuse crisis) and make public statements to that effect. There needs to be more use of the 
gifts of the laity, especially when it comes to conducting the business affairs and other secular 
responsibilities of the parish. There are many qualified lay people who can assume these roles 
immediately. Leadership must listen to the laity and let the People of God share their stories and life 
experiences. This would promote a sense of gratitude and true participation in the life of the Church.  

Other actions: 

Some people want to see the Church promote a stronger sense of social justice. Specific actions 
suggested were strengthening outreach to the needy on local, regional, and global levels.  

People want to see renewed evangelization and outreach to youth. Actions suggested were engaging 
young people in our ministries and renewed faith formation offerings to teens and young adults 
(service, youth group, retreats, etc.). 

Finally, respondents stated that maintaining our sense of community is vital. Actionable suggestions 
were being "church for each other" by listening and getting to know each other more intimately. This 
can be accomplished by continuing our GIFT (Generation in Faith Together) program and by 
continuing to offer listening sessions formatted similarly to the synod listening sessions but on other 
topics of interest. People felt continuing dialogue is essential and that our dialogue must ensure that 
all have a voice. 



   
 

   
 

We are on a journey together. We have a rich history and must remain in touch with the values 
received from Vatican II. Our future is together as we move with the Universal Church toward the 
fullness of the Kingdom of God. 
 

CHALLENGES – 

There is a sense from the responses of so many people that we are challenged to make a choice 
between preserving the status quo and embracing LOVE as the foundational teaching of Jesus (and 
therefore our Church) as expressed in the two great commandments. As followers of Christ, we are 
called to accept this challenge and integrate all-inclusive love and acceptance into our Catholic faith 
and into the rituals and sacraments of the Church.  

 

CONSEQUENCES – 

It is clear from the responses returned that participants believe there will be severe consequences for 
lack of action on the identified themes, specifically the themes of love and inclusivity. These 
consequences will present themselves on both the local and global church levels.  

If St. Noel, the Diocese of Cleveland, and the global Catholic Church do not promote attitudes and 
actions of love and inclusivity to alienated and disaffected individuals (youth, LGBTQ, divorced and 
remarried) and do not become more welcoming spaces to all people, regardless of their individual life 
circumstances, the Catholic Church as presently configured will continue to lose members, authority, 
and influence. Young people, yearning for faith in their lives, will struggle to reconcile what the 
Church teaches about moral and just crises they observe and experience. Primed to be the future 
eyes and hands that serve, there is a real danger that without engagement and affirmation of their 
perspectives and talents, they will take these gifts elsewhere.  

Respondents felt we must embrace all people because we all carry the divine presence of God within. 
God doesn’t exclude; nor should we. Let God be God. The participants in our sessions strongly 
indicated that the consequences of maintaining the status quo (Church practices driven by rules and 
conventions instead of all-inclusive LOVE) will be lost opportunities to further the growth of the 
Kingdom that Jesus prayed would be manifested on earth as it is in heaven. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   
 

   
 

 

PERIPHERY RESPONSES: 

Demographics: 4 adult women; phone conversations; identified as Spiritual, Catholic, former Catholic, 

former Catholic-current Episcopalian 

All 4 were considered "on the peripheries" due to their separation from the Church. The separations 

were due to the sexual abuse scandal; frustration about women's roles within the Church; sadness at 

being excluded due to gender identification and a desire to raise a family as part of a gay couple that 

was told they could not participate in Sacraments or be open about their lifestyle; ambivalence about 

the necessity of community; and the perceived arrogance of hierarchy and importance of teachings 

versus leadership examples. 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

Who participated?          

Listening Sessions:    Donut weekend:    Periphery:  

Male, all ages: 28   Adults:  79   4 interviews  

Female, all ages: 43   Teens: 15     
Gender not specified: 2   Children: 13     

Total 73    107   
                                                          
4  

          
Percent over age 30: 85         

Percent age 18-29: 0         
Percent under age 18: 15         

          
Describe participants       
(Listening Sessions)          

Cultural Self-identification    Ecclesial status    Parish Involvement  
White/Caucasian: 14   Lay: 60   St. Noel Parishioners: 36 

None indicated: 59   Priest: 1   Parish Pastoral Council: 8 

    Religious: 3   Music/Choir: 4 

    None indicated: 9   Eucharistic Minister: 3 

        Staff: 1 

        Finance: 1 

        
Other Parishioner (St. 

Mary's): 1 

        Lector: 3 

        Sacristan: 1 

        Social Justice: 1 

        AERC: 1 

        Altar Server: 1 

        Holy Hour: 1 

        None indicated: 15 


