
St. Basil’s Family Synod Discussions Report 

As requested by the Diocese, St. Basil’s focused on “pastoral conversion” questions in discussions after 

three Masses on February 21 and 22, 2015. All told, 33 people (including the pastor) participated. The 

facilitator provided the questions beforehand to all parishioners, with some simplification of language 

and some background. He simplified the questions even further for the discussions in order to help them 

to concentrate on the core issues, such as (question 1) how couples who are committed to each other can 

be helped to “Prepare for marriage”. 

The connecting thread of all the conversations was this: that the Church, the Parish and individual 

Catholics need to be open, welcoming, flexible, pastoral; be loving and respectful, and do not judge; 

the Church should reduce the rules and remove the barriers, they are not producing good outcomes.  

Q1. Prepare for marriage (the full text of the question is footnoted1) 

In brief: 

 The Church’s approach has been too top-down and judgmental, dominated by magisterium-
protection and enforcement of rules. 

 We must be welcoming and supportive. Our Parish marriage preparation program does a good 
job in this regard. 

 There are many variations of marriage and many stages in a relationship. One size does not fit 
all, particularly if it includes a fixation on procreation. We should welcome and support all pairs 
of people who truly commit to each other. 

The word pedagogy in this question reflects the Church’s fixation on pedagogical teaching. Unlike 
andragogy, this puts the ‘magisterium’ on top with the Church teaching downwards to the people, who 
are the Church’s children. It is the hierarchical top-down and rule-setting approach versus a community 
process of bottom-up exploration and nurturing. The way of Jesus would always consider the 
circumstances and promote dialogue and discernment where judgment is suspended: “Who am I to 
judge?”  

For those who are seeking marriage – for whatever reason or in whatever circumstance – the Church 
should offer guidelines and support to help them to understand the implications of their situation. 
Meeting them at the door of the Church with a set of rules is like using compliance as an admission 
charge to pass through a turnstile in their path of life instead of welcoming people into a room and 
inviting them to join in a process of dialogue and discernment connected to Christian values. Fortunately 
our Parish has – for decades – provided marriage preparation along these lines: the engaged couple 
meets five times in private (two hours each) with a married ‘sponsor’ couple to compare their 
expectations and experience and to learn from the wealth of human knowledge as well as divinely-
inspired precepts.  

                                                           
1  In keeping with divine pedagogy, what human pedagogy needs to be taken into account – so as to have a clearer 

perspective on what the Church’s pastoral ministry should be as a couple’s life together matures and could lead to 
marriage in the future? 



Christian tradition is firm but there is room to branch out, to be flexible. The response to couples 
intending to unite needs to be community-based. The community should not just witness the marriage; 
it should also support the couple while preparing and during married life.  

Couples nowadays have lived together before they are married. Some theologians are proposing that 
the Church revive the rite of betrothal, whereby couples who intend to marry eventually have the 
blessing of the Church to live together while they prepare for marriage.  

There are also exceptional situations where couples (engaged or married) are separated for a very long 
period; their specific needs go unnoticed. Commitment is key. 

Children are not possible or desirable for a great many marriages, yet the Church fixates on acceptance 
of new life. In such cases, talk of “new life” is symbolic, not realistic, but the Church is bad at saying what 
the symbolized reality should be. At worst, it is wilful ignoring of the specific vocation of such couples. 
Marriages without children follow a different path than those with children. Moreover, what about 
childless marriages that end in separation: in which circumstances ought the Church to offer dissolution 
without recrimination? 

Whatever we do must be understandable (unlike the language of the Vatican questions), concrete, and 
applicable to real life.  

Marriage thinking has evolved greatly over the millennia; what we have now is not the original or 
permanent Church position. And we are beyond the times of high maternal mortality (when “Until death 
do us part” might have meant a decade of marriage) and several successive wives for a man. Now the 
basic reality is that two people wish to have their union blessed by God and witnessed and recognized 
by their community peers. Beware the rules that interfere with this reality and that bar the door to 
people with faith. 

Q2. Lost sheep2 

In brief: 

 We want to welcome everyone who asks to enter. 

 The Church (as seen in the language of this question) is too judgmental; it rejects sheep rather 
than drawing them in. The world at large culls the herd, whereas the Jesus of the Prodigal Son 
story wishes all to feel drawn in. 

 Being pastoral is more important than rules. We want our parish to be a safe and encouraging 
place to all to come with their hurts and to share the desire to celebrate community and 
humanity. We want to love our neighbours as ourselves. 

St. Basil’s claims to be a welcoming community; it should be careful of appearing to be judgmental. 
“Mercy of God” and “wounded and fragile” are loaded terms! It is easy to hear pompous judgment 
behind them – ‘You are not worthy, you have strayed, but let me assure you, I speak for God and I 
guarantee that He feels merciful towards you.’ And some people self-judge in this same way: ‘I have 
strayed; I am unworthy to darken the doors of the church.’ They may carry such wounds all their lives. 

                                                           
2  How can people be helped to understand that no one is beyond the mercy of God? How can this truth be expressed 

in the Church’s pastoral activity towards families, especially those which are wounded and fragile? 



Moreover, those who brandish the law are often misinformed! (Even priests, for instance those who 
think they may deny baptism to ‘irregular’ babies.)  

The Church itself – not just individual lost sheep – needs to believe in God’s mercy and try to change for 
the better. 

We are up against human nature. We keep culling the herd, rejecting some of the sheep; but Jesus 
values the lost sheep! Contrary to Rome, Jesus does not say to anyone that he or she is unworthy to 
worship. God loves everyone. The Prodigal Son story is about each person being accepted, welcomed 
and desired. In contemporary family terms, people need to be welcomed and affirmed in spite of 
alcohol and abuse in their families. 

We are the local Church; we are the ones who welcome people here, not Rome. We could do so much 
more! We need to “love our neighbours as ourselves” in good times and bad; so make the parish a safe 
place for any wounded person to share their hurt and for all of us to commune in celebration. The 
Church is us, and therefore it is we who are responsible for creating the safe environment so necessary 
for individual healing. The magisterium of the Church must support the parish level on the front lines of 
life delivering safety, security, shelter, support, encouragement... to the lost. 

The law is less important than being pastoral; God’s mercy becomes real in how we welcome people. A 
clue: those who are fragile are unlikely to stay after Mass for coffee, where they run the risk that they 
might be engaged in conversation. 

We struggle with how to evangelize those who are uncertain but feel unwelcome. Perhaps the answer is 
to make love real wherever we are in our daily lives. Self-sacrifice really exists; many people do not 
always put themselves first. Acting this way evangelizes. 

Q3. Welcome3 

In brief: 

 We want to be welcoming and pastoral to everyone, whatever their characteristics and situation 
might be; these are “the demands of the Gospel” as we understand them. This is also consistent 
with the direction blazed by Pope Francis. 

 The Church’s rules and discrimination don’t help; they interfere. 

We must understand that the gift of Christ’s love applies to everyone. Love includes children, 

grandchildren, close friends, etc. It includes the relationship between a pastor and a parish community. 

“The demands of the Gospel” come down to “Love one another. Demonstrate your common humanity.” 
We should be completely welcoming and pastoral in our Parish: “Hello! Are you new here? Welcome. Is 
there something we could do to help you?” 

Welcoming needs to be the first activity. Parishioners may be welcoming but “Church rules” are not. 

However, like Pope Francis, pastors and parishioners can choose to de-emphasize or ignore the rules. 

                                                           
3  In the case of those who have not yet arrived at a full understanding of the gift of Christ’s love, how can the faithful 

express a friendly attitude and offer trustworthy guidance without failing to proclaim the demands of the Gospel? 



How can we welcome people who do not come? We can invite people with whom we have personal 

contact outside of church – offer to explain why we are involved and invite them to come. 

How can we go beyond a first welcome? Parish social events can be a good introduction. Food events 

(which were important in Christ’s life!) can be very good at bridging barriers. The parish mission is 

another. 

Again: how can we go beyond a first welcome? Here is what not to do. Get rid of the contradictions (the 

most blatant one now being rules that allow some priests to marry while most still cannot). Get rid of 

the gate-keepers who wish to keep out women in any higher role, homosexuals, or a long list of people 

in need of the safe environment that welcomes everyone.  

Q4. United but not married4 

In brief: 

 There are many reasons for variations in couples’ relationships.  

 We should be delighted if people in ‘irregular unions’ desire to participate in our parish. Don’t 
judge. Rather, accept that their faith is leading to something positive for them and the Church. 

Irregular unions are still unions; and there can be many reasons (for instance, insufficient money for an 

annulment or a wedding) why a union does not become a sacramental marriage. 

Just accept them into the Parish. If persons in civil unions and gay couples come to Church, it is because 

it means something to them, they have their own faith. So, if they ask, bless their union to support them 

in being faithful to each other. “Common law” tends to have a connotation of “temporary”, even for 

those in the union. Hopefully their experience in the Parish helps them to have a permanent caring 

relationship. 

Q5. New pastoral direction5 

In brief: 

 The Pope has signalled the needed pastoral redirection, which is to embrace and support 
instead of judging. 

 There is very little parish ministry to couples and families nowadays other than the sacraments 
(baptism, marriage) and funeral rites. 

                                                           
4  What can be done so that persons in the various forms of union between a man and a woman – in which human 

values can be present – might experience a sense of respect, trust and encouragement to grow in the Church’s good 
will and be helped to arrive at the fullness of Christian marriage? 
5  In proclaiming the Gospel of the Family, how can the conditions be created so that each family might actually be 

what God wants it to be and that society might acknowledge the family’s dignity and mission? What “pastoral 
conversion” and what further steps towards an in-depth examination are being done to achieve this? 



Parish ministry to couples and families nowadays is very limited and reactive. The sacraments (baptism, 
marriage) and funeral rites are available. Beyond that, almost nothing is done concretely other than 
visiting the sick. This is scarcely a full-blown ministry to families. 

How can families know what God wants them to be? Modern society is completely secular: hockey practice 

ranks ahead of religious activities of any sort. Shared faith is part of a good marriage; faith provides support. 
How it gets put into concrete terms is something that each couple works out. The parish should find 
ways to support families in this. 

The meaning of “pastoral conversion” is seen in the contrast between the Pope’s response in the 

airplane interview (“If the gay person is sincerely seeking God, who am I to judge?”) and the priest who 

refused to baptize the child born out of wedlock. This demonstrates the fundamental change that Pope 

Francis wants. He does not focus on the application of established church teaching, he wants something 

more, to truly help those who are hurt. Think of Francis helping a little girl handle her grief by telling her 

that she’ll meet her dog in heaven! 

All of us can evangelize. The Christian marriage is a unity that witnesses to others and influences them. It 
demonstrates values. Think of the unchurched friends of one’s children who come to our home and ask 
questions. 

Our Parish had a “Town Council” process last year where parishioners proposed very good pastoral 
directions. This says that we are a specific community; these are the things we stand for and want to do. 
This is an important prism for all our parish activities. For instance, how do family and community enter 
into the sacraments celebrated by children? 

Q6. Basic principles, other forms6 

In brief: 

 The “primary elements of marriage” are unclear (unity), too rigid (indissolubility) and 
disconnected from reality (openness to life). Love is scarcely mentioned in the questions. We 
cannot imagine Jesus as the author of these thoughts. 

 Where relationships of couples show positive values, we should welcome and support them. 
This will require flexibility in interpretation of longstanding teachings.  

These three principles are neither clear-cut nor uncontroversial.  

1. What is “unity”? Does it include love and caring? Commitment? Mutual support?  

2. The Church is overly rigid about “indissolubility”; human beings unfortunately make mistakes 
and the Church should not be so judging. Indissolubility is an unreasonable demand in some 
cases; and a cruel imposition in some cases. How can the Church forgive a penitent murderer 
but ostracize a woman who leaves an abuser to protect herself and her children? Further, the 
Annulment process is long, expensive and patronizing. We cannot imagine Jesus saying yes to all 
this.  

                                                           
6  In light the Church’s teaching, in which the primary elements of marriage are unity, indissolubility and openness to 

life, what criteria are taken into consideration for a proper pastoral discernment of particular situations (e.g., couples 
living common-law, in a civil marriage, etc.)? 



3. And “openness to life” has become code for ‘no artificial birth control’, which the faithful laity 
laugh at. “Love” is mentioned just once in all these questions, and it is “Christ’s love”, not 
human love. The Church finds it awkward to talk concretely about conjugal love. 

Positive values can be present in common law and civil unions as well as in sacramental marriage; and if 
they are, why not welcome these people into the Church community?  

Has the church lost its principles? Can the principles change, or only their application (as assumed in the 

Vatican document)? How can we ignore the rules and still call ourselves Catholics? 

It is difficult to calibrate how strongly to emphasize laws of the Church. They are so much more fine-
grained and judgmental than the core Gospel message; yet they are part of the distinctive Roman-
Catholic culture. Perhaps we can see principles remaining intact but their interpretation as changing – 
that is, a huge cultural change in the interpretation and application of core doctrines – this seems to be 
the Pope’s path. 

Q7. Other cultures7 

In brief: 

 The Church needs to change with regards to the place of and attitudes towards women. 

Our parish has no experience with the matters covered by this question. However, there is an irony 

about the Church commenting on how ‘other’ marriage customs treat women when the Church itself 

denigrates women. A concrete step in the right direction would be to establish the female diaconate. 

Q8. Access to sacraments8 

In brief:  

 The sacraments should be available to all who seek them and sincerely believe themselves to be 
in a proper relationship with God. Sensible pastors are flexible; they don’t snoop; they don’t 
want to judge.  

Why should we prefer that people consider themselves unworthy? Be happy if people come to Church! 
Don’t probe into their status. Smart pastors never ask. Pastors just ignore the rules because the people 
who show up have faith. And it is THEIR faith. It is not up to us to judge; so keep quiet. As a former 
bishop of our area once said in a prison visit, ‘If you think that God loves you, if you feel at grace with 
God, then you may come up and receive communion.’ Our RCIA orientation is like that: just be open to 
God’s plan for your life, to the Word and its interpretation. What RCIA participants find most valuable is 
not the explanation of rules but delving into the Gospel Word. 

                                                           
7  In a particular way, what responses can be given to the problem posed by the persistence of traditional forms of 

marriage [for example, in some immigrant communities, such as marriage by stages or arranged by families? 
8  With regard to the divorced and remarried, pastoral practice concerning the sacraments needs to be further studied, 

including assessment of the practice of Orthodox churches and taking into account “the distinction between an 
objective sinful situation and extenuating circumstances.” What are the frames of reference in which to proceed? 
What steps are possible? What suggestions can be offered to resolve forms of undue or unnecessary impediments? 



Birth control is a great example: We can be certain that almost all adults who are sexually active practice 
it. The Church’s concern should not be that birth control is used but why: is a couple using birth control 
because a third car is more important than new life? 

Q9. Homosexuality9 

In brief: 

 The Church’s stance on homosexuality, reflected accurately in the poor wording of the question, 
is haughty and ignorant. All humans in our many natural variations are made in the image and 
likeness of God and are equally loved by God. This parish community decries the Church’s 
attitude. 

 Many families offer all their members unconditional love. They would expect no less from Jesus 
but find less in the Church. 

 “Homosexual tendencies” (in the original wording) is insulting and bespeaks the Church’s wish to 
believe that homosexuality is a choice, a learned behaviour. No. It is a natural variation in the makeup of 
individual human beings, all of whom are made in the image and likeness of God and are equally loved 
by God. (The rapidly advancing science of the brain is confirming this. The Church should try hard not to 
look stupid again as it did with Galileo.) 

The laity takes it for granted that there are more than just a few homosexual priests. Would that the 
officialdom of the Church stopped being so clueless and dishonest about the range of normal human 
makeup. (A minority view is that secular society and homosexuals themselves denigrate homosexuality far 

more than does the Church.) 

A growing proportion of families (but not all) are able to give unconditional love to all their members 

including those who are homosexual. The parish community feels the same way. The Church should stop 

defining people by their sexuality. Caring, committed, faithful community of two people is what is 

important. 

Q10. Other? 10 

In brief: 

 The Church needs desperately to change. Some changes should come in the area of marriage 
and family – for example, women’s equality, celibacy, birth control. 

 With all these barriers (plus the abuse scandal), it is no surprise the Church is losing followers 
and has trouble attracting youth. Fortunately, Pope Francis is leading in the right direction. 

 The Church will not be able to overpower secular society; it cannot turn back the clock; but it 
can be a positive influence if it tries to be a listening partner in dialogue. 

This is not an easy or perfect faith to follow; and its bigness and hierarchy are unappealing to many. We 

have lost so many of our peers. And there are huge barriers: the Church’s denigration of women. 

                                                           
9  While avoiding any unjust discrimination, how can family members with homosexual tendencies receive pastoral 

care in light of the Gospel? How can God’s will be proposed to them in their situation? 
10  Are there any other elements essential for pastoral conversion in family ministry not identified by the Synod? 



Celibacy. Birth control teachings. The Church’s claim to be the only true religion. Bad behaviour by the 

ordained – the issue of sexual abuse of children must be dealt with honestly, not hiding or obscuring it.  

It is no surprise that the great majority of youth avoid the Church: it brandishes attitudes and behaviours 

that produce indifference at best and more often, hostility. (And count how many Catholic teachers in 

Catholic schools are ‘practicing their faith’.) Get with it! Finally, fifty years after Pope John XXIII promised 

a real Church, Pope Francis is leading in the right direction – a 21st century reformation to recreate the 

Church of Christ.  

The Church needs to be realistic. It will never be stronger than the societal culture of its locale. Now it is 

being contradicted by the culture at large and it wages useless campaigns to turn back the clock. Stop 

pretending that we can call the shots in a secular society. We have missed the boat in Canada on birth 

control, abortion and gay marriage; we will probably do the same on assisted suicide. Many lay Catholics 

constantly seek a middle ground. The Church should do so too. It needs to listen, and try to navigate our 

shared society in new better directions, not turn back the clock. 

 

Bob Czerny, facilitator, Feb. 27, 2015; thank you to note-takers Gerard Lewis and John Williams and 
reviewer Katharina Czerny, and all parishioners who participated  

 


