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Team
When the Vatican sent dioceses the 
invitation to participate in the Synod 
on Synodality last fall, Archbishop 
Gregory J. Hartmayer, OFM Conv., 
lost no time in building a team and en-
couraging the members to get to work 
quickly to take advantage of the short 
time allotted for the process. What the 
team has come to understand is that 
this Synod was just the beginning of 
an opportunity to reframe the way the 
Church can work with the Holy Spirit 
for the glory of God. 

The Synod team in the Archdiocese of 
Atlanta had two components, a core 
team of employees and an outreach 
team invited from the diverse commu-
nities within the archdiocese. From the 
outset, the team made an effort to sink 
into a way of proceeding led by prayer-
ful discernment. In addition to using 
the Adsumus Sancte Spiritus prayer, 
the team took pains to make decisions 
slowly and with input from each team 
member.

Joys
It is hard to limit the list of joys during 
the diocesan phase of consultation. 
The most significant was the reali-
zation that the Holy Spirit was truly 
present and guiding our consultation. 
So many people involved, from core 
team members to participants, spoke 
of how they could feel the presence 
of the Holy Spirit throughout the pro-
cess, but especially during the listening 
sessions. 

Structured moments of silent prayer 
seemed to open the hearts of partic-
ipants. Attendees brought their indi-
vidual hurts, anger, joys and hopes. 
Those who attended showed a willing-
ness to share what they were feeling 
within the context of the fundamental 

question. The process helped focus 
the energy of those in attendance and 
helped the core team listen with love 
and respect. “Listening is the best part 
of the process; sharing without any 
reservations, fears or any kind of un-
comfortable (feeling).” 

The skepticism many participants 
expressed as they entered sessions 
seemed to transform to hope by the 
end of listening sessions. The core 
team noted that many attendees left 
listening sessions visibly uplifted, with 
a feeling that we are in this together. 
“The best part of this process is how 
all attendees felt that we are ‘all family’ 
and we journey together in our faith.”

Furthermore, as sessions progressed, 
the team began to notice common 
themes emerge. Attendees marveled 
at how many similar words and feel-
ings arose in large group sharing. The 
regional session themes were found 
in local listening sessions as well, with 
a little more focus on interparish or 
community dynamics.

The timing of the synod was perfect 
for many who felt isolated and wor-
ried about their community members. 
Attendees expressed gratitude and 
joy for the ability to just gather after 
so much time separated because of 
COVID. “Covid separated the church 
family but we are learning that mem-
bers want to come together.”  

The sessions offered members of the 
same parishes who came from differ-
ent cultural backgrounds a chance to 
share their hopes and dreams togeth-
er. More than two-thirds of regional 
sessions featured people who spoke 
another language. One attendee noted 
that although the people at her session 
went to the same parish, the language 
barrier led to a lack of interaction. 
“We are fractured in a way. We have 
different groups depending on Mass 
times (sic) - a Hispanic Mass. Need 
more opportunities to interact togeth-

er (besides Parish festival). Perhaps 
socials just to meet and share with one 
another (Anglo & Hispanic).” Oth-
ers expressed a desire to have more 
cross-cultural gatherings in the future. 

A related theme that crossed all cultur-
al lines was a joy surrounding the re-
turn of Atlanta’s Eucharistic Congress 
after a two-year COVID hiatus. This 
joy affirmed Archbishop Hartmayer’s 
decision to relaunch the event and 
demonstrated a great love for the Eu-
charist in the archdiocese. 

The archbishop’s ardent support of 
the synod was another high point in 
this process. The archbishop attended 
12 of the 15 regional sessions, listen-
ing intently to those who spoke. He 
empowered the synod team to pursue 
every avenue possible to make the syn-
od successful. During one session, he 
hand-wrote a prayer that he offered at 
all other sessions (video link in appen-
dix iv). The synod team spoke repeat-
edly about how much each member 
learned from and loved the synod 
process. It helped build relationships 
between team members and between 
the team and parish representatives. 
The process of listening exposed some 
gaps in chancery services and parish 
expectations. Open discussions helped 
the chancery members of the synod 
team take immediate action to support 
the parishes. 

The more sessions the synod team 
hosted, the more parishes were willing 
to host local sessions. At first, the syn-
od team thought parishes would host 
local sessions and those would funnel 
into larger regional sessions. In some 
cases, parish representatives who were 
unsure of how to host a listening ses-
sion became comfortable with the idea 
by attending a regional session. News 
about the sessions encouraged individ-
uals to reach out by phone and email 
to the synod team to ask questions 
about the synod process itself or how 
to find a session.

Introduction and Context
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Challenges 
The limited time allotted 
for this process presented 
a real challenge to being 
synodal, which takes time, 
as well as direct invitation 
to those who need to be 
invited to participate. Add-
ed to that was the launch 
of concurrent initiatives 
such as the Eucharistic Re-
vival and planning for the 
Archdiocese of Atlanta’s 
25th Eucharistic Congress. 
Some priests struggled with 
the demands of what some 
called ‘yet another initia-
tive’ from the Vatican and 
USCCB. 

Another hurdle in the pro-
cess was how to help people 
understand the concept of 
synodality  itself. Not many 
people had ever even heard 
of a synod and many, in-
cluding some invited to lead 
the synodal process, were 
skeptical that this process 
would have any impact on 
how the church operates. 
“Journeying together is hy-
perbole to me.” Several par-
ticipants lacked confidence 
of any outcome. There was 
some tension about where 
change should originate.   
Some lay people felt like 
church hierarchy should ini-
tiate changes while others 
looked to their parish priest 
and still others felt that the 
laity should have more say 
in church governance and 
doctrine. From the opposite 
side of the spectrum, people 
expressed concern that the 
goal of the synod was to 
improperly change church 
doctrine by common accla-
mation.

Attendance became a reg-
ular difficulty. As the local 
and regional sessions con-

tinued, parishes reported 
that the few who participat-
ed were the most-active pa-
rishioners. Efforts to reach 
the marginalized, especially 
those who left the church, 
were not as successful as 
hoped. Some people re-
flected that they felt unsure 
about how to even invite 
participation from some 
marginalized groups, espe-
cially those who have left 
the church. “The most chal-
lenging aspect of the consul-
tation process was engaging 
marginalized groups, youth, 
and groups of Catholics 
who have left or are close 
to leaving. We learned that 
asking for 2+ hours of time 
and trust from people who 
are deeply questioning or 
distrustful of the church is 
a barrier to securing their 
participation.” Accommo-
dating schedules as well as 
the comfort level of people 
who still felt vulnerable to 
the pandemic presented ob-
stacles. The team continued 
to reach into the ecumenical 
and service communities 
seeking voices from these 
communities. 

A locally-specific concern 
came from those familiar 
with a pastoral plan pub-
lished by the Archdiocese of 
Atlanta in 2015.  A large por-
tion of people feel the plan 
was unsuccessful due to lack 
of implementation. Many of 
these people saw the synod 
as another initiative with 
no power or momentum 
behind it. 

Process  
The consultation phase 
consisted of inviting and en-
couraging parishes, schools, 
ministries and groups to 
host local listening sessions; 

hosting regional listening 
sessions, a survey and a 
pre-synodal meeting. The 
core team created resourc-
es including a parish guide 
with two options for  a 
prayer-centered listening 
session, a facilitator’s guide, 
as well as virtual training 
for would-be facilitators, 
downloadable posters and 
graphics for parishes to use 
locally and the online sur-
vey. One parish requested a 
printable survey while an-
other asked that the survey 

be included in The Georgia 
Bulletin, the newspaper for 
the archdiocese. These ad-
ditions allowed people who 
either did not have access 
to the internet or who were 
not as computer savvy to 
participate. Both options led 
to additional participation, 
including prison inmates.

The Office of Evangelization 
and Discipleship helped the 
core team create prayer-cen-
tered approaches to listen-
ing. During the listening 
sessions, the facilitators 

Total Participation:

Survey results

identified as gender fluid 
or nonbinary 

(10 respondents)

Language Diversity:

Gender:

Catholic Data:

Parish/Missions/Pastoral Centers: 108 

65% women 

98% Catholic

younger 
than 22

5%

never 
married

12%

divorced
or separated

8%
priests
.5%

deacon
1%

religious
brother, sister, 
or consecrated

1.5%

married
67%

parent
50%

grandparents
28%

registered at 
a parish

attend 
Mass weekly 

or more 

83% 87%
attended a 
listening 
session 

27%

34% men
.1%

7,150 responses

7 languages
5,030 English     2,110 Spanish     10 other

At least 1 
survey from 

105 locations

Surveys from 
3 Campus 
Ministries

13 locations with at least 
100 responses or 2%+ 
of the total responses

1,240 responses came from Our Lady of the Americas (Nuestra 
Señora de las Américas), making up 22% of all responses.
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asked people to spend time 
in silent prayer—not what 
many expected from a so-
called “listening session,” 
but a necessary step to invit-
ing the Holy Spirit. People 
took these few minutes of 
prayer to heart. One facilita-
tor commented, “you could 
hear a pin drop.”

The suggested listening ses-
sions used the fundamental 
question as well as some of 
the supporting questions 
from the Vademecum to fo-
cus dialogue and input. The 
guides included suggestions 
for taking notes and for sub-
mitting those notes to the 
archdiocese.

The local phase ended with 
a pre-synodal meeting on 
May 9 at the Cathedral of 
Christ the King. Thirty-sev-
en people joined the arch-
bishop for Mass, a final dis-
cussion of the major themes 

from the process and a 
meal. The resulting recom-
mendations of next steps 
fall under Mission Renewal 
and New Pathways. 

Reaching  
out to the  

Marginalized
The 35-member outreach 
team was intended to be 
a primary means to solicit 
input from people on the 
margins. Members repre-
sented such groups as Cath-
olic Charities, leaders from 
Vietnamese, Hispanic and 
Black communities, college 
campus ministers, a sup-
port organization for those 
who identify as LGBTQ+ 
and their families and the 
victim assistance coordi-
nator for the archdiocese. 
These members acted as 

ambassadors of the synod in 
their communities, inviting 
people to participate. Mem-
bers of the core team were 
careful and deliberate about 
inviting as many groups as 
possible. The outreach team 
met three times, but each 
outreach member had a core 
team member to whom they 
could go for support.

The archdiocese created a 
website where parish and 
group leaders as well as 
individuals could download 
a variety of resources from 
minute-by-minute guides 
for suggested prayer-cen-
tered listening sessions to 
videos on synodality itself. 
Resources were posted in 
Burmese, Chinese, English, 
Hatian Creole, Korean, 
Portuguese, Spanish and 
Vietnamese. The website in-
cluded an invitation for any 
community not represented 

to contact the synod team 
for support. Soon after, the 
leader for disabilities minis-
try in the archdiocese saw a 
need for an adapted session 
for those with mental or 
physical disability or delay. 
She created the session 
and a second one for those 
with memory impairment. 
The core team continued to 
discuss how to be open to 
different kinds of listening. 
As a result, the consulta-
tion phase evolved  as the 
team received input from 
throughout the archdiocese. 

The regional sessions were 
open to anyone. The team 
asked parishes, schools, 
campus ministries, and 
groups to send two repre-
sentatives each, leaving 60-
100 seats open to the gen-
eral public. Disappointingly, 
these extra seats were not 
often used. The team tried 

Session Overview:

Regional listening sessions 

 15 meetings with about 500 attendees

 Representatives from:

Parishes &
Missions out of 102

94
Catholic
Schools
out of 24

Campus Ministries 
out of 10

13

8 from the Council of Priests
21 from the Archdiocesan Synod Team
8 from special invited to ensure reach 
to marginalized communities  

3
Outreach
groups

12

unaffiliated 
attendees

10 to 20

10 deaneries
Virtual

Deacon and Religious

Priests
Chancery staff

Seminarian

37 Pre-Synodal 
Meeting Attendees:

Attendees/Overview:

Local listening sessions 
 

333 meetings with 
more than 11,000 attendees

3,000

outreach 
groups

9
 parishes and missions

 out of 102

1 4

at San Felipe de Jesus over two 
afternoons (annual day of discernment 
has been happening for years, so 
community has been experiencing 
synodality regularly)

Excluding San Felipe: average of 4 
Listening Sessions among all 
locations that participated with an 
average of 20-25 per listening 
session, or 94 total

Catholic High
School

76

campus 
ministries
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several tactics to increase 
attendance to no avail. 
Despite these challenges, 
the Holy Spirit provided 
diverse, needed and surpris-
ing voices at these regional 
sessions.

Some people who feel hurt 
by the church, for exam-
ple, the divorced, abuse 
survivors and members of 
minority communities, did 
not wish to attend either 
local or regional sessions. 
Some of them submitted 
survey responses. Others 
are still missing from the 
process. One successful 
method was to structure 
small listening sessions for 
those specific groups with 
someone they trust. The 
Victim Assistance Coordina-
tor personally invited abuse 
survivors to a session; the 
head of the Office of Black 
Catholic Ministry hosted a 
session for Black Catholic 
young adults; the director 
of the disabilities ministry  
hosted sessions for people 
with disabilities and their 
families. These sessions 
had few attendees, but their 
input was critical to lay a 
groundwork for listening in 
the future. The team would 
like to continue to pursue 
opportunities to listen to 
these communities after the 
formal synodal process is 
complete. 

Meaningful 
Moments

An example of the impact 
of synodality and listening 
came early on when the core 
team presented proposed 
guides to the outreach 
team. The Archdiocese of 
Atlanta typically produces 
public material in English 
and Spanish. For the synod, 

the team decided to add 
Vietnamese to represent 
the third-most common 
language. The original plan 
was to launch the docu-
ments in English and add 
the other languages when 
translations were complete. 
An outreach team member 
challenged this idea. He said 
marginalized communities 
often felt “second class” or 
“like an afterthought” when 
resources for them were of-
fered later. He also pointed 
out that there were several 

other cultural communities 
who, while not as numer-
ous, deserved a voice in this 
process. These eye-open-
ing comments shifted the 
rollout. The team unani-
mously decided to have all 
documents translated into 
seven languages and hold 
the launch until all could be 
posted. 

The archdiocesan core team 
witnessed several valuable 
moments of encounter at 
regional sessions. At one 

session, a core team mem-
ber noticed a woman sitting 
alone in the back. When she 
approached the woman to 
invite her to a table, she dis-
covered the woman spoke 
only Spanish. The team was 
trying to figure out how to 
include her when a bilingual 
parish volunteer stepped 
forward, offering to act as 
an interpreter. After the 
session started, a group of 
young people from a Viet-
namese parish arrived. One 
of the young people sat at 

“That as Church, we would be able to provide healing 
to those whom we have hurt, offended, and pushed 
away, and that we would be able to break the (ethnic/
cultural, language, racial) barriers that separate us and 
form lasting bonds of love as brothers and sisters (and 
not only with those within the Church, but especially 
those living outside the Church).”
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the same table, adding an-
other language and cultural 
perspective. At the end of 
that meeting, one woman 
at the table expressed that 
what appeared as an obsta-
cle at the start of the meet-
ing turned into a blessed 
opportunity of encounter 
for everyone gathered. She 
credited the Holy Spirit with 
bringing those particular 
participants together.

At another session, one 
attendee expressed open 
frustration about COVID 
restrictions when the arch-
bishop made a lighthearted 
comment. To the team it 
indicated a need to address 
the hurt and loss many felt 
because of the closures due 
to the pandemic. It appears 
that restrictions on gather-
ings heavily impacted the 
rural communities through-
out the archdiocese that 
represent 71 percent of the 
Archdiocesan geography and 
only 21 percent of the total 
population.  What might 
have been dismissed as one 
angry comment became a 
deeper discussion among 
the team. “COVID has been 
a recent low point for the 
community since it kept us 
away from fellow parishio-
ners and from receiving the 
Eucharist.” The survey also  
bore out this theme. “The 
pandemic has jaded parish-
ioners. The Church not only 
closed their doors on them, 
they lost touch with them. 
Only volunteer leaders kept 
ministry work and outreach 
going online. They feel 
abandoned.”

An additional example 
of listening that created 
further opportunities of 
dialogue among the core 
team and beyond involved 
liturgical preferences. Given 

the recent changes related 
to pre-Vatican II liturgies, 
the core team expected 
some forceful comments. 
While these were present 
at times, those with a love 
for the older Latin liturgy 
also offered their heartfelt 
participation in the whole 
process, carefully reflecting 
on all of the questions. They 
presented their love for the 
liturgy and their church in a 
way that opened an oppor-
tunity for dialogue. 

Themes for  
Discernment

People who attended local 
listening sessions reported 
great joy and value in the 
gatherings. One joy of this 
process was the fruit of 
small-group gatherings. Al-
most 100 people specifically 
commented on this. Half 
cited the listening as a high 
point of the synod while 
the other half expressed 
delight at the opportunity 
to be physically present as a 
group.  As synod team lead-
er Jennifer Miles reflected, 
“the Holy Spirit sent who 
we needed.” As sessions 

continued, a series of com-
mon themes emerged.  All 
were mentioned in both 
positive and negative con-
notations and were sup-
ported by the local listening 
reports and survey respons-
es. The team highlighted 
two additional themes after 
all consultation was in and 
based on the pre-synodal 
gathering.

Connection/
Disconnection/
Desire for unity
•	 The most common con-
cern mentioned was a sense 
of connectedness or discon-
nectedness to the church, 
parish or archdiocese. Peo-
ple want to feel personally 
connected. They are trou-
bled and even devastated 
if they feel disconnected 
and they worry about their 
neighbors who have left the 
church. Two survey respon-
dents spoke about this in 
response to the question of 
their hope for the church. 
“That as Church, we would 
be able to provide healing 
to those whom we have 

hurt, offended, and pushed 
away, and that we would be 
able to break the (ethnic/
cultural, language, racial) 
barriers that separate us 
and form lasting bonds of 
love as brothers and sisters 
(and not only with those 
within the Church, but es-
pecially those living outside 
the Church).” “My hope is 
that we will be a welcoming 
community for those who 
have left the church during 
the pandemic as well as 
those who struggle to be-
lieve in the Eucharist and 
the value of a faith commu-
nity. I pray that the Magiste-
rium will provide direction 
and teaching for those of 
us who are struggling with 
how to counsel and support 
the transexual, homosexual, 
[as well as] pro-abortion, 
mis-informed individuals 
without diluting or weaken-
ing the tenets of our faith.”

•	 One sign of hope is that 
people recognize, “Jesus is 
the source of our unity.”

•	 In reference to both 
parish life and listening 
sessions, people cited how 
well a small-group dynamic 
works to build relationships 
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and strengthen parish life. 

•	 It may seem like discon-
nection would just be the 
flip side of the need for con-
nection, but the discussions 
about the cause for feeling 
disconnected revealed addi-
tional issues of concern.

•	 The inability to appre-
ciate cultural or language 
differences and a lack of 
intercultural competency 
are causing division in many 
parishes today. People want 
to be united as a church, but 
are not sure how to accom-
plish that when their fellow 
parishioners want to attend 
a Mass that reflects their 
cultural heritage. 

•	 The Archdiocese of At-
lanta is incredibly diverse. 
Based on 2020 data, our es-
timated Catholic population 
is majority non-white. The 
Hispanic population and 
non-Hispanic white popu-
lation are estimated at 43 
percent each. Furthermore, 
Masses are celebrated in at 
least 12 different languages.      
The largest local listening 
sessions held were at San 
Felipe de Jesus, a parish 
with a blend of Haitian and 
Hispanic members. Three 
thousand people participat-
ed over two days. 

•	 It is significant to note 
that an overwhelming ma-
jority of survey responses 
from people born since 
2000 came from Hispanic 
persons, especially from 
Our Lady of the Americas.

•	 Another subtheme of 
disconnection came from 
people who experienced 
conflict with their pastor or 
parish staff. They take very 
personal offense to their in-
terpretation that the pastor 
does not respect or dislikes 

them. “Overbearing priests 
who feel more special than 
they are. After 30 years of 
being a very active Catholic, 
I have recently left.  The 
structure of the church with 
the priests in total control 
has been a big part of my 
leaving.” “New staff has no 
connection to those of us 
who are long time parishio-
ners.”

•	 Conflict within a parish 
can be so upsetting that 
people feel driven away 
from their church. “The 
desire for unity seems to 
correlate with the desire for 
traditional exercise of the 
faith. Unity often seemed 
directed at unity of thought 
and teaching.”

•	 The synod team discov-
ered  that many people feel 
a sense that they are not 
connected to their archdi-
ocese or any parish other 
than their own. This was 
especially true in rural par-
ishes. Some commenters 
reflected that closures due 
to the pandemic increased 
their sense of feeling aban-
doned by the archdiocesan 

church. “Internally, there is 
a lack of trust in the lead-
ership of the Church above 
the level of Parish Priest. 
Some parishioners believe 
that programs from the 
Archdiocese and above are 
tone deaf and do not relate 
to the needs of most parish-
ioners.” “ There needs to be 
a better effort at including 
rural parishes in events and 
providing Archdiocesan 
activities that are closer to 
their location.” “As we have 
a new Archbishop, we have a 
unique opportunity to have 
fresh eyes on our archdio-
cese and make some needed 
changes…and allow more 
attention to be on parishes 
that may be suffering or 
need more love and growth 
right now. As a minority 
filled parish, we want our 
efforts highlighted at the 
same rate as other parishes 
and to have the same oppor-
tunities as larger parishes.” 
“There is no connection 
with the archdiocese except 
for the taped “ask for mon-
ey” speech. Would like more 
interaction with the arch-
diocese (catechesis, events, 
visibility on use of funds 

throughout the year).” 

Welcoming 
Hospitality

•	 Almost as if to be a coun-
terpoint to the connection/
disconnection debate, many 
reports referenced people’s 
thoughts on the need for the 
church—especially the par-
ish—to be welcoming.

•	 Sentiments included the 
desire that this welcome be 
genuine and ongoing and 
related to the celebration 
of sacraments. “I hope 
that more people will feel 
welcome. I hope that more 
people will experience the 
intimacy of Christ in the 
Eucharist. I also hope that 
many non-Catholics will feel 
welcome and respected.”

•	 “Many hearts have been 
broken by past actions of 
the Church.  It can be diffi-
cult to walk with others who 
do not feel welcomed.”

•	 “Our churches need to 
be a place where people feel 
part of a connected family.”

“The Universal Church  
as a home for all and 

should be a place people 
want to return to.”                    
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•	 “The Universal Church 
as a home for all and should 
be a place people want to 
return to.”

Inclusion/ 
Exclusion/ 

Marginalization 
•	 Many of the people who 
do not feel welcomed come 
from marginalized commu-
nities. These include Black 
and Hispanic Catholics; 
people with disabilities; 
people who identify as 
LGBTQ+ and/or their fami-
lies and friends , and people 
who would prefer a more 
traditional liturgy, devotion-
al life and community. Some 
sentiments included the 
perception that the church 
has not journeyed well 
with people who identify as 
LGBTQ+, women and peo-
ple with disabilities.

•	 “The Archdiocese does 
not need to look outside of 
itself to hear the Holy Spirit 
calling from the margins; 
the Archdiocese must look 
intently at the way it has 
marginalized its own com-
munities, whether through 
active discrimination or pas-
sive inaction.”

•	 “Whether it is in the 
form of unhospitable min-
isters/staff or a failure of 
clergy to acknowledge the 
scourge of contemporary 
and historic patterns of 
racism in the Church and 
society, there is a common 
experience of isolation 
when one is not in a pre-
dominately Black Catholic 
context. This experience is 
also shared by family mem-
bers, including some who 
are no longer affiliated with 
the Catholic Church yet 
continue to monitor devel-

opments in the Church.” 

•	 “We need more space in 
parish for Hispanic adults. 
We have the desire to be in-
volved but not resources.”

•	 “There is a tremendous 
need for support for those 
living with disabilities. We 
need to find more creative 
ways to include so people 
can get to know each other 
and not isolate. Isolation is 
painful. All those attending 
the session long for rela-
tionships - not just people 
who tolerate them. Music 
is an international language 
and can be felt by most. We 
should find ways to include 
persons with disabilities in 
parish musical opportuni-
ties.”

•	 “The question of who is 
marginalized creates divi-
sion. The poor, the home-
less, the sick are widely 
accepted. When the defini-
tion extends to the LGBTQ 
community, there is dis-
agreement.” “Several com-
menters sought outreach 
to youth and those who left 
the Church. There were 
comments seeking greater 
outreach to disenfranchised, 
such as LBGTQ, women, 
or racial minorities. There 
were few seeking outreach 
to society in general.” “Par-
ticipants seemed to struggle 
to identify who the mar-
ginalized are, even before 
considering how to welcome 
them best.”

Eucharist
•	 The Eucharist played 
a prominent role in many 
discussions during the 
synodal process. Several 
listening session attendees 
referenced the story of Jesus 
revealing himself to his dis-

ciples at Emmaus as a good 
allegory for the synodal 
journey, noting that Christ 
came to meet the disciples 
on the road. One commen-
tor observed that we should 
adapt on our journey to 
accommodate our slowest 
travel companions as Jesus 
adapted his message to help 
the disciples understand 
their salvation. Other com-
mentors added that “we 
must develop some sort 
of friendship with those 
journeying together. Christ 
reveals the Word to them, 
feeds them himself (Eucha-
rist), and gives us strength 
to fulfill the mission always 
together in collaboration.”

•	 Other Eucharist refer-
ences revealed a common 
fear that people will not 
return to the Eucharist post-
COVID. 

•	 A final point in need of 
further discernment and 
discussion were multiple 
comments from people 
who say the Eucharist is the 
only reason they still come 
to church. Comments such 
as these merit investiga-
tion into why these people 
are unhappy and how the 
church can better minister 
to them so they can enjoy 
the full benefits of Catholic 
life. “If it were not in my 
firm and faithful belief in 
the Real Presence, I would 
have already left the Cath-
olic Church. But that will 
never happen.” “Have not 
left, but disappointed.” “I 
will never leave the Catholic 
Church. The people in the 
Church might hurt people, 
but my faith is in Christ, He 
sees it all and He will never 
leave his bride, the Church, 
neither will I.” “My faith is 
waning these days as the 
times are so depressing and 

it makes me feel very isolat-
ed.” “I’ve not left the church 
so to speak, I just don’t 
go to Mass since I cannot 
receive the Eucharist since 
I am a divorced and remar-
ried Catholic.” “I didn’t 
leave the church, the church 
left me. (… when I was di-
vorced then remarried, to 
a divorced Catholic).” This 
response was repeated. “I 
cannot leave the Catholic 
Church because of the Eu-
charist, but sometimes I 
really want to.” “At some 
point I wanted to leave be-
cause of the church scandal 
with minors, but the sacra-
ments made me come back. 
I realized the priests are 
just like me and need much 
prayer.”

Liturgy
•	 Similarly, the perception 
of the quality of liturgy in a 
parish impacted how com-
mentors felt about the future 
of the church. Some people 
made positive comments, 
saying they saw liturgy as a 
way to encounter Jesus. Oth-
ers cited “boring” homilies as 
a reason young people might 
not attend.

•	 As noted earlier, the 
core team received some 
comments from people who 
desire a more traditional 
liturgy. Some wanted more 
Latin while others want the 
pre-Vatican II Mass to be 
a regular option or at least 
a point of discussion. One 
report reviewer pointed 
out, “While a number of 
comments related to the tra-
ditional Latin Mass (TLM), 
there was little concern about 
the availability of TLM. Rath-
er, there was concern that 
those desiring to attend TLM 
were not respected.”
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•	 Even among those who 
support the Ordinary Form 
of the Mass, there were 
comments such as “There 
has been a loss of the sense 
of the Sacred in Mass. The 
pandemic has people away 
and watching on TV. (sic) 
Need to get back to in-per-
son attendance.”

Catechesis
•	 People in the archdi-
ocese expressed worry 
about catechesis. Most feel 
the current offerings are 
lacking, particularly where 
young adults are concerned. 
A few wish to return to the 
Baltimore Catechism model 
and still others see family 
faith formation as the most 
effective solution. Still oth-
ers brought up the impor-
tance of including Catholic 
Social Teaching. Cultural 
communities also worry 
that catechesis is not strong 
for those for whom English 
is a second language. A 
deeper question not always 
clear in the comments is the 
meaning of catechesis and 
how Catholics understand 
catechesis generally (e.g., 
handing on accurate content 
and instruction versus a 
broader understanding of 
catechesis as discipleship 
formation with a constant 
evangelizing impulse). 
“There are no resources or 
training to share the Gos-
pel. We don’t know how to 
‘preach in the streets’ or go 
on mission in our commu-
nity.”  

•	 The debate about good 
catechesis led one reviewer 
to reflect on what he saw 
as the end goal of good 
catechesis. “Intellectually, 
these comments point to 

the need for further adult 
formation in the faith that 
empowers Catholics to 
make distinctions between 
essential matters of faith 
which require unity and 
matters of practice where 
culture, conscience, and 
temperament may lead to 
differences which ought to 
be valued rather than lim-
ited through an imposition 
of ‘rules.’ Spiritually, these 
comments call for further 
opportunities in the Church 
for adult Catholics to de-
velop their faith from being 
rooted in legalism to being 
rooted in mercy and charity. 
This is not solely a matter of 
catechesis as basic religious 
instruction, but of theolog-

ical and spiritual formation 
which invites adult Catho-
lics into a more mature un-
derstanding of the faith.”

•	 “As a Catholic with a 
strong belief in the Eucha-
rist, nothing, (sic) as noth-
ing else can offer what the 
Catholic Church does in in-
timacy with God. However, 
many who do not have the 
same belief can be swayed, 
as their foundation is not 
strong. We don’t do a great 
job at teaching heart knowl-
edge, instead siding with 
book knowledge (especially 
prevalent in RCIA programs 
for children). People will 
go out seeking for more if 
they don’t realize they have 
it all, and the burden of en-

couraging experiences with 
the Eucharist to form heart 
knowledge rests on us as the 
Church.”

Mission  
Renewal 

•	 A common concern for 
many was how to get people 
back to church. “There is 
a need on the part of the 
entire Church to reach out 
to those who are no longer 
or infrequent participants 
in the community.” Reasons 
for leaving included people 
who are divorced, people 
who never returned when 
churches reopened after 
COVID restrictions, abuse 
survivors and people who  
disagree with church teach-
ings and doctrine on social 
issues such as immigration, 
sexual identity, abortion 
and more. People cited too 
much and too little involve-
ment in politics as other 
reasons people have left. 

•	 In many cases, the report 
mentioned that parishio-
ners were not sure how to 
even connect to the mar-
ginalized, much less invite 
them to participate. “People 
are not feeling good about 

“Our churches need  
to be a place where  
people feel part of  

a connected family.”
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themselves, and we need to 
find a way to reach out and 
love those around us.” This 
showed up when people 
reflected on who attended 
local listening sessions. “It 
was difficult to find partici-
pants who were not among 
our most active members—
to hear voices from the mar-
ginally affiliated.”

•	 A core team member 
offered thoughts on how 
to address these concerns. 
“Everyone longs to be loved 
and accepted—to be part of 
a family. That desire is pres-
ent throughout the synod 
responses, though it’s not 
always clear that Catholics 
fully know how much they 
are loved by God the Father 
in Jesus Christ and through 
the Holy Spirit. Everyone 
has different hurts and 
places in need of healing. 
The kerygma is the most 
important story that makes 
sense of our individual and 
communal stories. It reveals 
how much we are beloved 
by God, and it is inseparable 
from the Eucharist—the 
two go hand in hand.” 

•	 There was lots of agree-
ment on the need to boldly 
declare the gospel. There 
was some disagreement on 
who is responsible for this 

work. Survey respondents 
felt it is the clergy or hier-
archy’s responsibility to fix 
issues. In the survey, some 
respondents suggested 
changes they would like to 
see in their church. The sug-
gestions primarily centered 
on changes made at the 
parish level (50 percent). 
Thirty-three percent at the 
archdiocese or universal 
church. Only seven percent 
focused on actions of indi-
vidual Catholics.  

•	 This contrasted with 
the outcomes of listening 
sessions that encourage the 
role of the laity: “Helping 
parishioners realize that 
they too are co-responsible 
for sharing the Gospel will 
be key for the next few years 
as our parish tries to oper-
ate post COVID.” One ma-
jor recommendation from 
pre-synod meeting included 
giving priests more time for 
pastoral issues.

New  
Pathways 

•	 It would appear that 
synodality is so appealing 
that many participants want 
more. More than a third of 
the participating communi-

ties have concrete plans to 
continue synodal dialogue 
within their parish or minis-
try. Two dozen are still con-
sidering next steps, ranging 
from “we don’t know” to 
plans to review feedback 
with leadership and share 
results with the community. 

•	 An outreach team mem-
ber reflected on possible 
ways forward. “While some 
parishes have more stable 
ways of addressing Inquiry 
for RCIA, utilize commu-
nity councils regularly, and 
may use various programs/
initiatives to invite an evan-
gelizing space in the parish, 
a more intentional and long-
term approach to encourage 
listening and sharing as a 
key mission-component 
of every parish could be 
fruitful. Many of the diver-
gences shared in survey 
responses are not going 
away soon, and the art of 
accompaniment requires 
intentional time and space 
given to listening to others. 
Such listening is also crucial 
for encountering others, 
building relationships, and 
addressing areas in need of 
healing—all fundamental to 
the mission and ministry of 
evangelization … a possibili-
ty to explore: Charism/Min-
istry of Listening: Explore 

the possibility of taking next 
steps to institute Christus 
Vivit’s vision re: accompani-
ment and listening in par-
ishes and elsewhere: ‘The 
charism of listening that the 
Holy Spirit calls forth within 
the communities might also 
receive institutional recog-
nition as a form of ecclesial 
service’ (CV, no. 244).”

•	 These reports demon-
strated an important un-
derstanding on the part of 
participants: they are not 
looking for concrete results 
or changes from the arch-
diocese, but a ministry of 
presence that affirms their 
desire to participate. 

•	 Another suggestion was 
better communication be-
tween communities within 
parishes, who often operate 
parallel to one another in-
stead of together, as well as 
improved communication 
between separate parishes 
within the archdiocese to 
promote unity. 

Conclusion 
and next steps
The synod team in the Arch-
diocese of Atlanta continues 
to discern what shape the 
next steps should be, but 

“People want to feel personally connected.  

They are troubled and even devastated if they  

feel disconnected and they worry about  

their neighbors who have left the church.”
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several items appear to be 
calls from the Holy Spirit 
for immediate action. 

Eucharistic  
Revival

The Eucharistic Revival has 
come at a graced moment. 
Many members of the synod 
core team are on the team 
tasked with guiding the 
revival here in the archdio-
cese. These team members 
feel strongly that this effort 
can and should be synod-
al. This team heard how 
much people desire to both 
receive and better under-
stand the Eucharist. There 
are ongoing opportunities 
to invite people to speak 
more specifically about 
their dreams and desires 
for this revival and for their 
church. Atlanta is blessed to 
have a 25-year tradition of a 
Eucharistic Congress. The 
revival was launched at this 
year’s event. Archbishop 
Hartmayer commissioned 
parish-based Eucharistic 
Revival Missionaries at 
the closing Mass. These 
missionaries will be key to 
the synodal aspect of the 
revival. 

Discerning  
ongoing synodal 

structures
In addition to the revival, 
the team hopes to continue 
discernment about how to 
help establish and support 
synodal structures through-
out the archdiocese. Some 
suggestions include helping 
connect lay parish staff 
members within the dean-
ery structure, offering sug-
gestions and best practices 

for synodal bodies such as 
pastoral councils, and con-
tinuing some kind of listen-
ing sessions as an ongoing 
practice. Archbishop Hart-
mayer expressed a desire to 
hear from parishes how they 
think they can best continue 
to support synodality. On 
the archdiocesan level, the 
synod team will continue to 
meet and discern what steps 
are appropriate outside of 
or complementary to the 
Eucharistic Revival efforts.

The team may even embrace 
or modify a project used in 
the Diocese of Davenport 
that invited Catholics to 
have coffee and synodal 
conversations with individu-
als with an emphasis on the 
marginalized. Small group 
dynamics appeared to be the 
best way to invite marginal-
ized people to come forward 
during the consultation 
phase so this effort might 
be a great way to add voices, 
little by little, to the conver-
sation.     

Serving Many 
Cultures

Discernment about the de-
mographics reflected in the 
survey may also be fruitful. 
The overwhelming numbers 
of Hispanic young people 
who participated indicates 
a place where the church is 
thriving. The demographics 
at this year’s Eucharistic 
Congress reflected a similar 
reality. The Spanish-lan-
guage track was stand-
ing-room only while the 
English track drew smaller 
numbers than in years past. 
This calls for an examina-
tion of how to support both 
communities, to learn from 
and strengthen one and to 

support and draw back into 
practice the other. 

Emphasis on 
listening

One of the key questions to 
answer is, what does listen-
ing look like in a concrete, 
long-term way? What does 
it look like in terms of struc-
tures? How can the archdio-
cese collaborate with parish-
es to do this – not in a way 
that dictates a specific, rigid 
way of proceeding, but in a 
way that continues to ask 
how do we walk this journey 
together?

Listening is essential to the 
church’s mission of evan-
gelization. There is a ten-
sion within so many of the 
painful issues mentioned in 
these sessions – people who 
feel marginalized because of 
their style of devotion, their 
experiences, understandings 
and expressions related to 
sexuality and sexual identi-

ty, their language or cultural 
background or even political 
beliefs. People who still feel 
angry or hurt by the loss of 
community due to COVID 
isolation. People who feel 
hurt and angry about racism 
and injustice. The list goes 
on. These tensions are not 
easily resolved and it takes 
practice, discernment and 
a real openness to the Holy 
Spirit to continue to accom-
pany one another along the 
path to heaven. 

Listening is key to helping 
determine what task is ap-
propriate for each person. 
While many feel the bish-
ops and priests don’t do 
enough to ‘fix’ what they see 
as problems in the church, 
others feel lay people should 
have more control over the 
direction of the church. It 
is only though listening and 
discernment that the com-
munity can determine what 
each person can and should 
do to strengthen the Church 
on the parish, archdiocesan 
and global level.

“We need more 
space in parish for 

Hispanic adults. We 
have the desire to 

be involved but not 
resources.”


