
  

Report on our Parish Listening Session 
Regarding the Abuse Crisis 

 
 
Dear Parishioners, 

 

Once again I want to thank those who participated in our Listening Session which was held on  

December 3. I don’t think I’m exaggerating when I say this is a very shattering event  for our 

Church. I share your feelings and have no way of knowing what happens next. But, I humbly 

believe that by coming together in faith as a community, our parish family can move forward 

knowing that the Holy Spirit is with us during this difficult time. 

 

I want to share the comments and feedback we received that evening; and as members of the 

Body of Christ, we will offer strategies and ideas to our Church leadership as to how we should 

move forward. This report has been sent to Cardinal Tobin as well as the United States 

Conference of Catholic Bishops. 

 

Yours in Christ, 

 

Fr. Mike 



The Listening Session 

 

On Monday December 3, 2018 all parishioners were invited to a Listening Session on the abuse 

crisis. Over 100 attended. The purpose was to come together as a community to share our 

concerns and voice our feelings regarding what has happened, the near-and-long-term 

implications for the church and the way forward.  

 

A group of parishioners has created this report to summarize what was shared that night. While 

it is impractical to capture all that was shared that night (over 100 people responding to 3 

questions).  This report attempts to summarize the key themes and predominant sentiments 

shared.  

 

Please note that this is only a summary and reflection of the voices of those present for this 

session.  

 

We thank all who participated that night in this ongoing dialog as we confront these challenges 

– humbly and openly – together in faith.  

 

Overview  

An open invitation was issued to the parish community to gather for a listening session in the 

parish center. No RSVP was required, so it was difficult to predict attendance numbers. It is 

noteworthy that initial set up for the night anticipated 80 to 100 attendees; over 100 parishioners 

attended.  

 

Evening Format  

To facilitate respectful listening and sufficient opportunity to share our thoughts individually 

and collectively, tables of 8 were spread about the room and the gathering space. Prayers and 

readings were offered by parishioners.  Fr. Mike opened the evening with a brief personal 

reflection on the pain of the latest news regarding clergy sexual abuse and current efforts within 

and beyond the church to combat this.    

  

Questions, Table Sharing, Group Sharing  

Three questions were distributed to help provide a starting point for reflection and discussion. 

Attendees were encouraged to write their thoughts on response sheets and submit them, if they 

were comfortable doing so, to be collated with all responses. There was time for each table to 

discuss the questions, their reactions and any related thoughts at the table. Immediately 

following this, attendees were invited and encouraged to share reflections with the full group. 



Responses  

Written responses to the questions and related thoughts that participants chose to share were 

gathered at the end of the session. Participants were informed that these responses would be 

captured in a report (this report) and shared – beginning with our parish community, the 

Archdiocese of Newark and the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.  

 

Summarizing the Session  

While it is difficult to summarize every response, the majority of statements and reactions 

coalesced around several themes. Those themes are summarized below, along with some 

specific comments that typify the responses from the group at large.  

 

Word Cloud  

In addition to the written summaries that follow, a word cloud has been created to summarize 

the responses to each question. A word cloud is a visual representation of information, giving 

greater prominence to words that appear more frequently. The more times a word is used, the 

larger it will appear in the word cloud. We transcribed all submitted written responses and 

tabulated the number of times key words appeared in those responses. The word cloud program 

then represents the most frequently occurring words and phrases in a font type that is 

proportionate in size to the number of times that word was used in a response. The more 

frequently that word is used, the larger it appears in the word cloud. The resulting graphic 

provides a representative snapshot of the overall sentiments expressed in response to each 

question.  

 

Summary of Responses  

 

Question 1: What are the 2 or 3 most pressing feelings I am experiencing right now about the 

priest abuse crisis/cover up? 

 

What we heard is that parishioners are angry, disappointed and betrayed at the abuse that 

occurred at the hands of trusted men of God, as well as the following cover-up by church 

officials. I feel like I've lost my trust which can never be repaired.  People in positions of power 

have not taken care of our children.  Parishioners expressed that they are disgusted, anguished 

and despairing. Some expressed feelings of embarrassment as the actions of a few men have 

had horrific, lasting effect on so many Catholics.  

 

Sample responses: 

There should be zero tolerance...the bishops did not thoroughly address the issues...the church 

had to be forced to care for the victims...I feel sadness and a  sense of hopelessness that so many 

have left the Church...why did it take so long...thank you for this evening together...need 

complete transparency...what are we doing for the victims...need to change the screening process 



for the seminary...we are all effected by this situation...institutional change is needed...reveal 

the names...stop this today.  

Question 2: What are the 2 or 3 most important things that you want church leadership at any 

level to know or think about? 

 

What we heard is that there needs to be change. Action must be taken to remove criminal 

priests. I want our good priests to know that their parishioners love them. The church has to 

admit it's intolerance for homosexuality is wrong and unchristian. The structure of the Church 

hierarchy needs to change.  More rigorous psychological exams have to be instituted. Give 

women a greater role in church affairs. New leadership needs to be put in place. 

 

Attendees called for the laity to be raised to all levels of leadership in the Church, including the 

Vatican. They also expressed a need to reconsider allowing priests to marry.   Selection and 

formation of clergy must include input from lay people. Optional celibacy must be openly 

discussed.   

 

Overall, trust has been broken and needs to be rebuilt. 



Sample responses: 

I have no confidence in our Church leadership...I want there to be a church for my 

children...allow priests to marry...stricter sanctions are needed...laity need more active 

role...embarrassing to be a Catholic...more honesty and transparency needed in the 

Church...need to encourage the celebration of the sacrament of penance more frequently...we 

need structural change in the church...there should be more evaluation of priests concerning 

their fitness for ministry...ordain women. 

Question 3: In a conversation with God, what would be the 2 or 3 most important things you 

want to tell Him to begin healing and promote positive change? 

 

Those in attendance expressed strong faith and seemed comfortable with their relationship with 

God. It didn’t seem like their faith is in question. Indeed, many were almost siding with God to 

say…. We need greater unity….heal the victims…..help us.  

 

Attendees expressed their hope that God grants us wisdom as the church proceeds to  help the 

victim to know they are being heard.   Help us promote healing and change on all levels. 

Granting humility to those in leadership, opening their eyes to what needs to change. Help us to 

have courage to make the changes that need to be made. Help us to use our anger to create 

change and help us to forgive. Send your Holy Spirit to purify the Church at all levels. Give us 

the courage to truly address what we have now learned to be the truth. 



Sample responses: 

Give us clarity Lord...come into the hearts of our children...give us enlightenment and courage 

to address these issues...this will not shake my faith...help me to be forgiving...give us courage 

to demand change...help me to forgive...protect us from despair...in your wisdom help us to 

change the church...keep us vigilant and resist the status quo...guide your church Lord...forgive 

us and give us enlightenment...give us the wisdom to foster real change. 


