Submission to the Synod of Bishops Office:

Contribution to the Preparation of the Instrumentum Laboris
of the Second Assembly of the Synod on Synodality (Rome, October 2024)
from St. Basil’s Parish, Ottawa, Canada

SUMMARY: St. Basil’s Parish (Ottawa, Canada) has a history of articulate and energetic lay
engagement and of attention to the social Gospel. We responded fulsomely to the Pope’s
invitation of late October 2021 to contribute as ‘the People of God’ to preparations for the Synod
on Synodality. Doing so benefited from a clear request from Rome; support at the diocesan level;
the strong commitment of the current Pastor; and an extensive parish vision exercise several
years earlier. We conducted nearly two dozen listening and sharing sessions and submitted a
Parish Report for the First Assembly. Now we are working to continue on a synodal path in our
Parish.

In this Submission we reaffirm key views and commitments of the 2022 Parish Report, and we
highlight growth in two areas especially, women in the church and the involvement of
Indigenous Catholics. Further, we report on synodality becoming a permanent, fundamental
feature of our Parish. We have resumed holding listening and sharing sessions; and we have
begun to entrench synodal principles, processes and culture in our Parish’s ministries and
committees.

This Submission also notes some concerns: the dearth of pastors and seminarians who appear to
be committed to synodality; hostility towards synodality in the Church more generally; and
uncertainty about a proposal in Chapter 15 of the Synthesis Report—might it subordinate the
voice of ‘the People of God’ to that of ‘experts’?

This report is submitted directly to Rome by our Parish Pastoral Council because there has been no
guidance or organized response at the diocesan or national conference of bishops level.

1. Parish Background

St. Basil’s Parish in Ottawa (Canada) opened in 1959, and its architecture anticipated the liturgy reforms
of Vatican Il. At first it had a large membership of mainly young families. It earned a reputation for being
progressive, with a constant lively attention to social justice; vigorous liturgy, in both traditional and
contemporary styles; and active involvement of laity (women and men) in many aspects of parish life,
including roles in the liturgy. The Parish developed an outlook that values community and combines it
with both worship and action — as Saint James says in his epistle, faith without deeds is meaningless.

In spite of dwindling numbers, St. Basil’s continues to be a ‘busy’ parish with a large roster of social
justice initiatives, such as food security, sponsoring refugee families, outreach to disadvantaged
communities, interaction with the Indigenous community, and support for affordable housing. With few
interruptions, there has been a Pastoral Council with six or more lay members and the Pastor.



The entire St. Basil’'s community engaged in the “Imagine St. Basil’s” initiative of 2015 to 2017: a listening
exercise to identify what was being done well and what could be better. This prepared the community to
regard all members as ‘People of God’ who could share their sensus fidei and dream about the Church
they desire a few years later.

2. Encounters in Small Groups (early 2022)

The Parish community responded enthusiastically to the Pope’s invitation in late 2021 to help prepare for
the Synod on Synodality. In the following months, twenty listening and sharing circles were held—mostly
in person, a few by Zoom—with a facilitator, a note taker and an average of six participants. One

hundred participants were parishioners; 20 others were from other parishes or no parish; some were
disaffected Catholics who returned to active participation in the Church through this process. (Thus there
is an element of evangelization in conducting these encounters.)

The circles were an astonishing success: suddenly, our voices counted! The success was twofold:
stocktaking and catharsis. Collectively, we helped to articulate the sensus fidei of the Church in our
region; and we contributed both to reviewing the Church’s performance and to imagining (or ‘dreaming’
as Pope Francis puts it) the future of our Prish and the Church as a whole. Individually, we had the
opportunity to speak openly for the first time about our experiences with the Church, and our individual
spiritual paths. Many found it a cathartic experience. It also promoted a feeling of community—we are
on a journey together.

Looking back, the success was probably due to several factors: clear questions from Rome; a clear
timetable and practical guidance from the diocese; parishioners with a tradition of being vocal and
engaged, including in a synodal-style exercise in 2015-17 on the state of our Parish; and the current
Pastor being an enthusiast for synodality since the moment Pope Francis raised the topic. His Indigenous
roots promote a strong emphasis on shared decision-making and on practices of listening in inclusive,
non-hierarchical circles.

3. Parish Report from the First Phase (June 2022)

Based on notes taken during the listening and sharing circles, three parishioners wrote a Parish Report
that went to the Diocese. Nothing in that Report has become out of date; all of it is still relevant. We
were pleased that the diocesan report faithfully reflected our contribution. See Annex A below for key
paragraphs on four topmost concerns across many or all of the circles: women in the Church; clerical
sexual abuse; relationship with Indigenous peoples; and full acceptance of LGBTQ+ Catholics. Five other
prominent themes were: attitudes towards divorced (and sometimes remarried) Catholics; religiously
mixed marriages; aging membership, declining numbers and paltry interest in Catholicism among youth;
clericalism; and co-responsibility of laity and religious for Church governance.

For our own Parish purposes, there was a separate section of ideas for implementation by our Parish. For
example, we have increased our efforts to make people feel welcome in the Parish.

4. A Synodal Church for Today and Tomorrow

Our Parish community stated in 2022 and continues to hold that significant changes need to be made in
the teachings and practices of the Catholic Church that will be meaningful for the people of God in this



21° century. We respect many traditions and practices still in place from past centuries, but there are
also traditional practices that need to end or change significantly; meaningful changes are necessary for
our Church to incarnate Christ in the world today and tomorrow. For centuries, the Catholic Church has
been structured around hierarchical clericalism. The reality of today is that lay women, laymen, and
religious, in partnership with clergy, need to exercise co-responsibility and be trusted to listen, discern,
and respond to the urgings of the Holy Spirit.

Moreover, our Catholic Church must become inclusive of all people. “Todos, todos, todos”, says Pope
Francis. Our Church must be openly, unambiguously welcoming and loving to divorced Catholics, people
in the LGBTQ+, Indigenous and racialized communities, and people on the margins of society. Otherwise,
we are not following the example and teaching of Jesus Christ.

The following three paragraphs from the Parish Report provide the general outlook that arose from our
encounters:

¢ Clergy and laity must work collaboratively to change the Catholic Church from a hierarchical,
clerical, exclusive Church to an inclusive Church that is modelled on the New Testament and
Vatican Il, a Church that is open to new insights and ideas reflecting the needs of contemporary
people. A reformed Church will continue to promote the teachings of Vatican Il and involve the
laity in Church governance and all Church matters, including ordination.

¢ A reformed Church needs to be more authentic and open to new insights and ideas that reflect
the needs of people in contemporary society so that missed generations (our children and
grandchildren), today’s youth and future generations will be attracted to and want to be
members of the Catholic Church.

¢ Significant efforts need to be made to heal the wounds, suffered by so many people, by
changing rigid rules, outdated practices and too many canon laws held over from previous
centuries, e.g. not permitting divorced and remarried Catholics to receive the Eucharist. The
Church needs to reach out to those who are disaffected. Reaching out to those who have left the
Church, informing them of our efforts to change and inviting them to assist in renewal could be a
pathway to healing.

5. Continuing on a Synodal Path: Two Critical Domains
The Parish Report went on to say this about women in the Church:

¢ There is an immediate need for changes involving women in the Church. Most women
participants expressed the hurt and disappointment that they have experienced since childhood,
when they realized that they were not respected by the Church, not treated equally, not
accorded the rights conferred on them in Baptism and not eligible for holding positions of
leadership in the Church. For the betterment of the Catholic Church, their hope is that they will
be considered equal in all Church matters, including ordination.

A specific Women in the Church Ministry began to form at St. Basil’s in 2020. This was consistent with the
Parish’s 65 years of laywomen being very active in many areas, including ‘on the altar’, with nothing but
positive results. The new Ministry gained strength thanks to the synodal encounters. Besides arranging a



variety of special devotions and educational activities, including hearing from Synod participant
Dr. Catherine Clifford, the ministry enlists women to provide a reflection on the Sunday readings once a
month since December 2022.

There is a rising conviction that there are no credible grounds for excluding women from leadership
positions. The reason is simply tradition, but as Fr. Tomas Halik points out, true tradition is not
unchanging, preserved like a museum artifact. Genuine tradition is a living thing, it permits and even
requires a continuity of reinterpretation, innovation and change that is aware of its history. The signs of
the times point to honest acceptance of the equality of women, without caveats or condescension. We
insist adamantly upon respect and empowerment of women in the Church in every facet of ministry and
governance as we move forward in this 21st century.

Note that Chapter 9 of the Synthesis Report, on “Women in the Life and Mission of the Church”, states
that “A profound spiritual conversion is needed as the foundation for any effective structural change.”
(Convergence F) It goes on to “suggest that women should also be integrated into seminary teaching and
training programs to foster better formation for ordained ministry.” (Proposal P) This tacitly admits that
the case for full, unqualified equality of men and women in the Church is obvious — we cannot imagine
the Holy Spirit insisting otherwise — and that achieving it awaits the “profound spiritual conversion” of
today’s clergy.

Another major development during this period has been to increase efforts at reconciliation with the
Indigenous community. In 2019, the Parish became the venue for Mass for a monthly Mass of the Kateri
Native Ministry, which serves Indigenous Catholics over a wide region, far beyond the geographic
boundaries of our Parish. The Mass is ‘inculturated’ in order to feel authentic, not alienating, for this
population. The timing—Iate afternoon on Saturday—permits individuals to travel from considerable
distances; it is followed by a dinner to which all are invited. Everyone can attend; the Mass and dinner
are appreciated by Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike. This involvement has grown through this
period; indeed, Indigenous individuals helped to plan and participated in the listening and sharing
circles. Kateri also sponsors educational and spiritual events in the Parish that enlighten all who wish to
attend; and individuals in the Parish are assisting Kateri in other projects, including a new centre for
spiritual healing.

6. Embedding Synodality in our Parish Processes and Culture
6A. Listening and Sharing Circles

Almost all participants in the listening and sharing circles of 2022 called for these opportunities to be
repeated, perhaps on a regular schedule; once-in-a-lifetime is inadequate. Such circles can be a means of
continuous spiritual renewal for participants individually and for the Parish (and the Church) collectively.

Accordingly, four more “listening and sharing circles” were held In March. There were 28 participants: a
mix of first-time and repeat participation and of parishioners and individuals outside the Parish. Once
again, most participants found it a highly enriching and gratifying experience.

The next challenge is to plan for these circles to become a regular affair, an element of ongoing spiritual
life for all parishioners. In addition, the circles can be used when the Parish faces a particular question



(for instance, should we sponsor more refugee families, contribute money to services in refugee camps,
or do both). We should also explore how circles can contribute to evangelization when they re-introduce
the Church to disenchanted ex-Catholics; and how to be invitational beyond our Parish borders.

6B. Becoming a More Synodal Parish

The Parish is attempting to entrench synodal principles, processes and culture in our Parish’s ministries
and committees. We intend to integrate synodality into ‘how we do what we do’. To this end, every
group is being encouraged to consider:

¢ inclusion—how does it welcome a wide range of members;
¢ co-responsibility—how does it balance lay and clerical responsibility;

¢ using the “Conversations in the Spirit” methodology in regular and special discussions. Notably,
the method (1) values all members fully, rather than having one person or a few dominate; (2)
encourages each member to make a genuine contribution; (3) commits all members to listen and
respond deeply rather than holding onto preconceived ideas and agendas; (4) values prayer and
prayerful reflection in order to hear the urgings of the Holy Spirit.

Two groups experimented with using the “Conversations in the Spirit” methodology in March. We saw
that this methodology affirms quieter members of a group as of equal value to the more voluble
speakers, and the whole group benefits from hearing everyone’s ideas.

From the experience so far, there are two clear requirements: for careful planning of groups’ encounters
in order to grow in synodality; and for training of leaders and facilitators.

7. Special Concerns

St. Basil’s Parish is on a synodal path thanks in part to a Pastor who believes in it. He seems to be an
exception. We worry about the dearth of bishops, pastors and seminarians who appear to be committed
to synodality.

Reading Church news from around the world, we worry about opposition to synodality. Is the vision of a
synodal Church vulnerable to anxiety, indifference or hostility on the part of clerics? Of laity who
misunderstand or fear it?

We are concerned that Chapter 15 of the Synthesis Report implies a desire to subordinate the voice of
‘the People of God’ to that of ‘experts’. Proposal K states that "discernment on controversial, doctrinal,
pastoral and ethical issues should be developed ..... (and) can be accomplished through in-depth
discussion among experts with diverse skills and backgrounds, in an institutional setting that protects
confidentiality and promotes frank discussion..." If open questions are given over to experts, what will
happen if the experts discount the voice of the People of God and the direction of the Synod? How can
recommendations from synodal processes be safeguarded from hijacking by experts who disagree with
synodal processes and the findings that arise from them? The added proviso—“When appropriate it
should also involve people directly affected by the matters under consideration” —does not reassure us.
For example, consider the possibility that entrenched ‘experts’ might block or delay the changes
regarding women in the Church that are being supported so widely in synodal processes. Applying this to



canon law in general, it is clear that the Church must consult with all men and women (all people of God)
in revising canon laws to respect the age in which we live.

The larger question is this: while Pope Francis has clearly launched a search for a ‘new style of being
Church’, will this be accompanied by a ‘new style of doing theology and exercising dogmatic
governance’? How can we expect our faith-full explorations to be taken seriously? Whether about
women in the church, full and loving inclusion of LGBTQ+ individuals, divorced and remarried Catholics,
inculturation of liturgies to respect Indigenous cultures, and so on.

8. Conclusion: Synodality is Ongoing and Fundamental

The synodal turn that Pope Francis initiated in October 2021 has been an immensely positive experience
so far in our Parish and in many other locales of the Church. It gave official support, additional structure
and papal approval to acting as ‘the People of God’, a habit that was already well seeded in the Parish.

Although impatience for specific reforms is understandable, we embrace synodality patiently as an
ongoing process that is fundamental to ‘being Church’. We worry about discouragement and missed
opportunities if momentum dissipates.

We pray for the success of the October 2024 Assembly of the Synod on Synodality. May it strengthen the
will and means to continue the synodal path everywhere in the Church, and convert those locations that
have been hesitant or resistant. May the Holy Spirit guide all needed reforms.

(signed by) St. Basil’s Pastoral Council, 15 May 2024

Robert Czerny, a Pastoral Council member, wrote the present report; members of Pastoral Council and
other parishioners commented on the draft. The three authors of the 2022 Parish Report were Sr. Jean
Goulet CSC, Jennifer Leddy and John Power. The Pastor mentioned several times is Fr. Daryold Winkler.

ANNEX A: FOUR TOPMOST OBSERVATIONS FROM THE 2022 PARISH REPORT

¢ The women’s movement brought new awareness about the equality of women. The Church is behind
society when it should be leading the way. The appointment of women to some positions of leadership
in the Vatican is hopeful but the invisibility of women in the hierarchy remains. This disrespects women,
is a great embarrassment and affects the credibility of the Church. The inclusion of women and their
many gifts at all levels of authority and leadership is important not only for women but for the good of
the Church. Women who feel called to the priesthood should not have to leave the Church to be
ordained. It is a tragedy that in 2022 women, who have much to contribute, are still not in positions of
authority in the church.

¢ There was a great sense of anger, disappointment, and shame over clerical sexual abuse and the
Church’s role in the residential schools. The behaviour of the perpetrators and those who covered up the
abuse was completely contrary to the gospel revealing a striking dis-connect between the Church’s
teaching and practice. The Church acted as a corporation and institution, transferring and protecting



priests instead of listening to and prioritizing the victims. The Church needs to deal with the root causes
of abuse, which will lead to fundamental reform of the Church.

¢ Participants shared their experiences with Indigenous Peoples and awareness of the Indian Residential
Schools. This varied from friends or families living near reserves or being involved in issues of concern to
Indigenous Peoples to joining the Frontier Apostolate. In previous years the churches have supported
Indigenous Peoples through the ecumenical coalition, Project North, the Berger Inquiry on pipelines in
the North and support for the land claims of the Dene in the North. There were varying degrees of
knowledge about the schools, including attending or working at sessions of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission and a recognition of the need for more information and education. While it was stated that
the role of the Government had to be acknowledged and some participants wished to accept
responsibility for and apologize as individual Catholics for the schools, it was agreed that the response to
date of the institutional Church has not been adequate.

¢ Concern about the legalistic approach of the Church’s treatment and exclusion of some people (e.g.
divorced and remarried without an annulment, LGBTQ+, and Indigenous Peoples). The Church should be
sending powerful messages about love, justice and the beatitudes. But instead of the Good News, it
seems to spread the bad news that people are weak and sinful. The Church needs to follow the example
of Jesus and be more pastoral and inclusive.

LGBTQ+ Catholics shared that they and their families found little support in the Church to find the love
and acceptance that everyone is entitled to and is essential to sustaining family relationships. They were
particularly hurt and alienated by the Church’s teaching that their sexual orientation is “disordered”
thereby disentitling them to all of the seven sacraments. This discrimination has been the source of great
pain, suffering and resentment. It was noted that this discrimination was also a societal problem but the
Church should be leading the way in resolving it.



