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Introduction  

The purpose of this synthesis of the synodal consultations is to provide a summary of 

the fruits and honest feedback of participants from the local synodal experience in the 

diocese of Grand Island. Keeping in mind, that “The consultation of the people of God does 

not imply the assumption within the Church of the dynamics of democracy based on the 

principle of the majority.”1Rather, “The faithful people, the college of bishops, the Bishop of 

Rome: all listening to each other, and all listening to the Holy Spirit, the ‘Spirit of Truth’ (Jn 

14:17), in order to know what He ‘says to the Churches’ (Rev 2:7).”2 The format of this 

synthesis is structured around this introduction, followed by a description of the method of 

implementation, a general description of reoccurring themes, observations, and areas of 

discernment. An appendix will include raw consultation responses, documents, and 

resources.    

The local implementation of the Synod took place in the Diocese of Grand Island in 

Nebraska, in the Fall of 2021. The diocese is composed of 70 parishes, which includes 35 

parishes with resident pastor, and 34 missions without, 8 Catholic schools, and a Newman 

House at Chadron State College and Newman Center at the University of Nebraska Kearney. 

The diocese is spread throughout the central plains and western region of Nebraska in 

40,000 square miles. With a total population of 284,400, and 50,158 of those being registered 

Catholics. To date, there were 46 parishes (missions included) who participated in some 

form of synodal consultation.      

From the summaries of parish consultations we received, there are many reoccurring 

themes that are observable, and will be described more in detail in the document. The titles 

of the themes are arbitrary but will be listed as such to help organize some of the 

commonalities. The reoccurring themes include 1) Current Journeying, 2) Vocations, 3) 

Leadership, 4) Formation, 5) Evangelization, 6) Liturgy, 7) Youth Responses, 8) 

Communication, and 9) Hospitality. These themes are not listed in any order of importance 

as we do not have enough data or statistics to analyze that.     

Description of Method of Implementation  

 During the Summer of 2021, Bishop Joseph Hanefeldt appointed Armando Chavarria 

as diocesan liaison of the synodal process. What followed was adding members to the 

diocesan synodal team. Soon after the UCSSB released the Checklist and Background 

 
1 Ibid., no.13. 
2 Ibid., no.15.  
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Materials. Equipped with these resources our first steps were to create a vision and 

strategize a plan on how we would begin to roll out the synodal process locally.   

 As Bishop Hanefeldt had scheduled the Fall clergy days prior to the opening of synod, 

he decided to utilize one of these days to offer four conference talks on the synod. Utilizing 

the Preparatory Document, the diocesan synodal team offered conference talks on, 1) 

Overview of the Synod on Synodality, 2) Principles of Synodal Process, 3) Traveling the 

Synodal Path in our Diocese, and 4) Synodal Process-Practical Considerations. Each 

attending pastor was given a resource folder prepared by Michalene Iversen (Administrative 

Assistant), with conference talk summaries, Vatican and USCCB documents regarding the 

synod.  

 After offering resources to clergy during clergy days, what followed was a letter 

written by Bishop Hanefeldt given to pastors to be read during Masses. This begun the 

educational phase, where parishioners began to hear more details about the synod. A 

training opportunity was also offered for parish consultation facilitators. The training was 

offered online, which allowed us to reach as many facilitators as possible and gave us the 

ability to record it and share with those who could not attend. A page on our diocesan 

website was dedicated to the synod. The webpage contained a personal message by Bishop 

Hanefeldt regarding the synod, the synodal prayer, our diocesan synodal mission statement, 

and the main synodal question regarding journeying together. Additionally, the page 

included any pertinent document previously mentioned, which were also made available in 

Spanish. Other social media platforms were also utilized to share information on the synod.  

 Another resource offered to parishes was a template that provided guidance for 

facilitators on how to run a consultation. This diocesan resource entitled Facilitating a 

Consultation Worksheet contained a sample consultation outline. The worksheet also 

contained an outline to gather demographic information of participants, and tips on how to 

compose the parish synodal summary that would be turned into the chancery. With all these 

resources, the diocesan synodal team was convinced that parishes were equipped to run 

their consultations successfully. Thus, parishes were equipped to hold their consultations. 

Some held multiple consultations, and some targeted specialized groups including Spanish 

speakers, parish formation students, and Catholic School students. Parishes used a variety of 

methods for consultations. Although many groups met in person, some parishes utilized 

surveys to gather responses. Toward the end of the scheduled parish consultations, an online 

survey was made available for those who did not attend a consultation. The synodal team 

decided to wait to delay access to the online survey to allow as many as in-person ‘journeying 
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together’ as possible. We received 25 online surveys, which included a few non-Catholics, 

those currently in RCIA, and parishioners.  

Descriptions of Reoccurring Themes   

This section will briefly describe the observable reoccurring themes from the parish 

consultations. As there were a variety of methods used for summarizing responses, as well 

as structures for consultations, these descriptions will be generalized. More details 

regarding some of the themes will be included in the following section of Observations.  

Current Journeying 

As parishioners gathered for their consultation, the recommendation after beginning with 

prayer and reflecting on a bible story, was to reflect on the main question of, “How is 

journeying together happening in your local Church?” Much feedback was given on how the 

liturgy is a privileged place by which we journey together. This journeying together was 

greatly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. Other areas of journeying together included: 

• Adult formation opportunities 

• Faith formation classes, retreats, youth conferences 

• Doughnut Sundays, potlucks, food in general 

• Service opportunities  

• Small groups, i.e., Knights of Columbus, Women’s guild, etc.  

• Mission opportunities, i.e., serving those in need 

Vocations  

There is a concern for our diocese with the need for more priestly vocations. There is also 

some fear that parents not attending Mass is influencing their children’s opportunity to 

discern a religious vocation. There was a variety of suggestions on how to potentially address 

the decline of vocations, and/or the need of the pastoral care of parishes. They included: 

• Considering married clergy  

• More ordained deacons, (also revisiting the ability to remarry after the death of a 

spouse) 

• Equipping laity for parish administration or liturgical functions 

• Providing more options for involving women more extensively in ministry, or 

potential ordaining women 
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Leadership  

The need for leadership was a reoccurring theme. This was not limited to stronger leadership 

from some pastors, but also lay leadership. Particularly, the need for pastors to have lay 

persons handle administrative roles so that they can focus on pastoral care. Also, the need 

for more accountability and transparency.    

Formation  

There was an acknowledgement that faith formation does occur in our parishes, but that 

more opportunities are greatly needed. Other comments included: 

• More opportunities for adults, i.e., retreats, bible studies, devotions, programs, (to be 

well communicated as being offered) 

• More youth opportunities (many parents are not bringing their kids to Mass, or are 

not participating in church) 

• Get back to the basics, i.e., catechism, precepts, devotions, sacraments (that they be 

more engaging, and experiential) 

• Not enough consistency, “every parish does what they would like and no unity among 

them” 

Evangelization 

There is a desire and need to reach out to people who are not part of the church, or who have 

not returned. However, there is sense of fear, and many are not comfortable or feel equipped 

taking on this responsibility. Considerations include:  

• Offering guidance and training for evangelization 

• The need to be more open minded 

• Others are afraid that we are watering down the faith 

Liturgy 

As mentioned earlier, the area where many people feel connected as journeying together is 

at Mass. However, there is a desire to rediscover devotions and traditions; to experience a 

deeper faith. Other comments include: 

• More consistency in sacramental formation 

• More reverence 

• Some feel we need to be more open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit 

• More lay ministries within Mass (more formation, responsibilities) 
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• Impactful homilies, understanding the True Presence, feast days, Eucharistic 

adoration 

Youth Responses  

There were several youth groups that were consulted, which included Catholic schools and 

parish formation programs. Responses included: 

• Most of the youth voiced that they do not feel listened to.  

• Have a sense that they are better at forming community then adults, and are more 

accepting of others (some observed that adults from different parish groups tend not 

to interact with each other well) 

• Desire things to be more engaging, relatable, i.e., Mass, formation 

Communication  

The way we currently communicate from the diocese has improved, with some liking the 

changes (diocesan magazine), while a few preferred how communication was done in the 

past, particularly through the diocesan newspaper. On the parish level a few comments were 

offered: 

• Need for more transparency of parish life 

• Use of communications to help people recognize the call of the Spirit in their daily 

lives  

• Technology can be helpful, especially with live streaming Mass (although there is 

concern that this is not a substitute for active participation)  

Hospitality  

The theme of hospitality also incorporates the theme of community. Regarding connecting 

people to parish life, several parishes commented that they would like to see improvements 

to the annulment process (price was an issue, feeling of hurt, arduous process, etc.). Also, 

based on where the consultation took place, there were some opposing views of community: 

• Most parishes shared the need to be more welcoming. A few commented not feeling 

welcomed 

• Smaller communities felt like a closed knit family (yet Covid had an impact) 

•  Hospitality can be offered to current parishioners, new members, and those that 

have left or have never attended 

• Ecumenism (Christian unity) is felt strongly by some, while others felt it was lacking  
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• Recognized the need for personal invitation, and sense the need to belong is helped 

through personal relationships 

• Concern for the elderly, who are often forgotten 

Observations 

 This section is for general observations that go beyond the feedback listed in the 

previous section yet relate with the reoccurring themes. The observations come through 

personal experience of joining some of the consultations and/or streaming together 

feedback from previous conversations throughout the diocese.  

 Regarding reflections about journeying together throughout the consultation often 

resulted in conversations about the declining status of the Church. In other words, there was 

a tendency to focus on the negative. For those who focused on how we are journeying 

together, it was reassuring to recognize that we do indeed journey together.   

Regarding feedback about annulments, the tribunal staff has recognized that 

questions about pricing and the perceived difficulties about the annulment process has been 

of concern. They have initiated workshops to help dispel some of the myths and 

misconceptions and rely on parishes to take full advantage of these opportunities. 

Regarding youth, it seems that the concern of being overlooked and feeling not listen 

to is not only about words but also about actions. What adults desire for the youth and what 

the youth are asking for seems to have some similarities. However, it seems that adults are 

making the suggestions for solutions and are missing what the youth are saying. Perhaps a 

local synod for the youth would be helpful, or more initiatives to help them feel heard as well 

as explore how the local Church can apply the given feedback. 

Regarding responses of Spanish speaking Catholics, they desire what most English 

speakers desire: a loving, welcoming, strong faith community. They are also experiencing 

divisions and lack of unity and sense that education is much needed. Yet, they are grateful 

for retreats, congresses, and other faith experience that have facilitated conversion and call 

to be a disciple.          

Discernment 

The conversations that took place during the synodal consultations throughout the 

Diocese of Grand Island reflect the challenges that we face as a local church.  The themes that 

are summarized in this synod report reflect the hopes and desires of Catholics in this rural 

diocese in the mid-America.  



7 
 

 

Many of the synodal consultations took place around the time that I, as bishop, mailed 

a letter to all the faithful in the diocese about the acute shortage of priests and the urgent 

need to take up a pastoral planning effort to determine how we might best serve the pastoral 

care of souls going forward. My letter may have affected some of the synodal conversations 

that took place after it was received. 

From not only the synodal reports but from conversations with our priests, a 

recurring theme that resonated from the parish synodal consultations was that of great 

appreciation for the opportunity for lay Catholics to engage in conversation about their ideas 

and feelings about the Church.  The synodal process was seen as a good thing and people 

expressed gratitude for the chance to be heard. 

There seems to be a common desire for stronger leadership, both from the clergy, but 

also for trained leaders to assist in the administration of parish life.  As bishop, I have heard 

expressed the idea of having a common goal to unite us across the diocese. The laity have 

said to me, in various gatherings, that we all need to be working on the same thing.  

Underlying this is a strong desire for greater unity. This desire includes doctrinal unity, 

liturgical unity, moral guidance, and a return to the rich tradition of the Church’s devotional 

life. 

Numerous themes, including vocations, leadership, formation and training, 

communications, evangelization, and hospitality evidence a great desire among the faithful 

for a more fruitful “journeying together” as a Church.  Those who participated in the synodal 

consultation process want to be a part of a church that is active and growing.  They want to 

be able to look to the Church as a source of hope and encouragement in these times of 

uncertainty. They want to participate in the life of the Church, and they are looking for 

leaders who will guide them in the process to form them. People love the Church but want 

to understand their Catholic faith more profoundly. 

I sense from this a need for a “back to the basics” emphasis but from a new approach 

– one that discerns individual gifts and talents and then trains those who have specific gifts 

to be leaders in the formation of others.  

From this I see a need to evaluate the current structure of church activities and parish 

management to discern diocesan and parish priorities for mission instead of simply 

maintaining the current system.  The document issued by the Congregation for the Clergy in 

July of 2020 entitled, “The pastoral conversion of the Parish community in the service of the 

evangelizing mission of the Church,” will be useful in guiding the discernment process for 

mission. 

Most of all, the synodal process has stirred in the hearts of people the hope of 

participating in the life of the Church. Many people have expressed their desire to lend 

support to renew parish vitality. While uncertainty remains about how to move forward, 
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people are finding support for their hopes and desires for a stronger Church from 

participating in these synodal consultations. 
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Appendix 

Sample Consultation Worksheet 
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Sample parish consultation summary 
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Sample online survey 
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