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Listening Session Overview 
Blessed Sacrament Parish, Midland, MI held nine listening sessions. The listening sessions took place 

both in person and via Zoom. After our listening sessions concluded, we made an online form available 

for any who wanted to share their experiences but were unable to attend a listening session. We 

received input from 184 individuals. Across our listening sessions, we had 32 small groups that discussed 

the Fundamental Question, Let Us Dream, and Spirit on the Move. 

 

What We Do Well 

Parish Community 
This community is strong. Many participants noted the loyalty and hospitality of the parishioners.  

Overall, people felt good about being heard by one another, and were filled with hope that their voices 

might be heard at levels higher in the institutional Church. We had several positive takeaways for our 

parish. First, we are blessed with a priest who clearly proclaims the Word and the prayers of Mass, and 

gives a practical, meaningful homily. Secondly, the parish abounds with faith formation opportunities of 

all ages, which allows parishioners to grow in their faith, in their relationship with God, and in their 

relationships with one another. Third, the general consensus is the parish is welcoming and hospitable. 

However, it is something that we can continue to grow and work at in the future because as Church, we 

can always be more welcoming and hospitable.  

Another key observation is that people see this parish as open to change and engaged with the 

movement of the times. We do not abandon tradition, but we are willing to examine it in light of the 

age. This goes hand in hand with the observation that Blessed Sacrament is a parish in line with the 

message of Pope Francis: we are called to evangelize. We do this well through our tithing and outreach 

in the community.  

 

Liturgy 
Liturgy means the work of the people. Participants noted that we do liturgy well here. The homilies are 

relevant and thought-provoking. Homilies use modern day parables to break open the Scripture and 

make it understandable. Prayers are spoken clearly, which makes it easier for all to fully and consciously 

participate. We have a number of talented musicians in the parish and their addition adds to the 

prayerful music at our liturgies.  

Participants also observed that our liturgical ministers care about their ministries and are passionate 

about serving the parish in those roles. Our CARE participants mentioned that they are happy when they 

see people and when they are able to be involved at Mass and share their gifts. 

Faith Formation 
People agreed that Blessed Sacrament provides a variety of opportunities for formation and growing 

closer to God for all ages. Participants noted that we have awesome retreats in Christ Renews (for 

adults) and Youth 2 Youth (for high school students), not to mention the mornings of reflection, retreats 

for middle schoolers, Vacation Bible School, and seasonal retreats. As a parish community, we need to 

do a better job of encouraging people to participate in them and communicate them more effectively. 
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People specifically mentioned our adult faith formation programs, and how the programming is diverse 

and alive. Our CARE participants mentioned how the CARE program helped them to realize their dreams 

for the Church: of becoming saints, growing closer to Jesus and the Virgin Mary. They also appreciate 

the opportunity to share their gifts through ministries at Mass and having a special CARE Mass. The 

youth of the parish were especially excited about the programming offered for them. In fact, when 

asked about their dream Church, programming like “what we have” is a part of their dream Church. 

Administration 
People are happy with our staff and the work being done to keep our parish community thriving. 

Participants seemed happy with the way that the parish embraces technology in order to communicate. 

Many noted this was especially welcomed during COVID.  

Participants also mentioned several of our parish organizations. Everyone was so appreciative of the 

work and ministry of the Ladies of Blessed Sacrament, in particular, for their funeral luncheon ministry. 

One participant wrote: “The ladies do a wonderful job of providing this meal to grieving families.” As a 

parish, we hope to continue to grow this ministry in order to continue to provide this meal of love to 

families. 

Another organization that was mentioned is the Knights of Columbus. Their work providing wood for 

low-income families during the winter was the subject of recognition by the national Knights of 

Columbus organizations. Not only do they provide this service, but they are also instrumental in 

promoting life by hosting blood drives, and facilitating fellowship with their soup suppers. 

 

Where We Can Improve 

Parish Community 
The high school students has several suggestions for improvement and most of them revolved around 

stories and service. They want to share their stories and they want to hear yours. They are looking for 

ways to share their stories, their faith journeys and they want to hear about how other people have 

grown in their faith. They want to see more whole community service opportunities so they can serve 

alongside their fellow parishioners. They especially seemed excited about the prospect of 

intergenerational opportunities. The high school students also explicitly said they would love to see the 

return of greeting one another before Mass. 

One area that our adult participants noted was outreach to our homebound and those who have not 

come back post-pandemic. We are hoping to resume our homebound ministry soon and are looking for 

volunteers to help. We know that reaching out those who have not returned post-pandemic is vital and 

we would love to hear any ideas to help with this important endeavor. 

Going back to the beginning, this parish is hospitable and welcoming, but there’s always room for 

improvement. People appreciate the opportunities to gather for socials like the anniversary reception, 

and also people enjoyed the listening sessions. Hearing the experiences and thoughts of others brought 

us closer as a parish community and family. Socials and events also allow parishioners to know one 

another better. There were also comments that we as a parish need to do better at making those on the 

margins feel more welcome. Groups such as minorities, LGBTQ+, political beliefs, and guests and visitors 

to our parish.  
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The topic of the listening sessions themselves came up a lot. Everyone (middle school, high school, 

CARE, and adult participants) noted how much they loved having the listening sessions. The opportunity 

to come together and share experiences and stories and talk about how the Church is journeying well or 

not, meant something to everyone. Majority of participants wrote that they would love to have the 

opportunity for more listening sessions in the parish. 

 

Liturgy 
There are several areas where we can improve liturgy in order to facilitate more active, full, and 

conscious participation in the liturgy. One thing many tables mentioned is that they would like to see a 

variety of songs that are a mix of contemporary and traditional music. People also acknowledged that 

we have a vastly talented parish and would like to see more parishioners involved in music liturgy 

through the playing of instruments, joining the choir, and added cantors. In fact, the youth stated they 

are very interested in being involved in this ministry! 

There was also mention of getting the younger kids more involved at Mass, especially in the invitation to 

come to the font for baptisms. This gets them engaged from a young age. 

Participants also noted that although they appreciate the brevity of Mass, they do not want Mass to feel 

as if it something to be checked off a list. Some groups even mentioned that they do not mind if Mass 

lasts longer than an hour and they are willing to stay if they feel spiritually fed. They would stay to hear 

what is happening from different people in the parish, to sing longer songs, to experience meaningful 

and appropriate silence.  

The young Church says: “Mass should be the community coming together to worship God, but also build 

up the body of Christ that is Blessed Sacrament. We have to stop treating it like an item to check off the 

weekend’s to-do list.” 

 

Faith Formation 
Participants would like to see more interaction with other parishes and churches in Midland. They want 

to see more opportunities for the Midland Area Catholic Churches to come together and grow in faith. 

Some tables also mentioned that they would like to see a Parish Mission with engaging speakers and 

music that uplift the community and inspire us to be a better community of believers. 

 

Administration 
One theme across the whole Catholic Church is transparency and that also applies to Blessed Sacrament. 

Participants want to know who makes the decisions for the parish and why those decisions are being 

made. As part of this transparency, people want to know ahead of time about changes in the parish or 

liturgy. A proactive approach will make parishioners feel more involved instead of an afterthought.  

People would like to see the staff more visible, and also have information more readily available.  

One topic that appeared several times was newcomer weekends. People would like to see this ministry 

revived to bring a more personal and hospitable approach to visitors who might be looking to join the 

parish.  
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Participants noted that we need to do a better job of marketing our parish and the things we do. We 

tithe 10% of our income to local nonprofits through our Christian Service Funding Grants. We need to do 

a better job of raising awareness of the things we are doing in the community. 

Parish Goals 
Based on the conversations held at our listening sessions, and the comments collected from the online 

form. The Parish Admin Team (Fr. Rob Howe, Patrick Regier, Lyn Pajk, Steve Schweinsberg, and Kristyn 

Russell) discussed and created the following goals for our parish. 

Whole Parish 
 Create opportunities for whole parish service—specifically, utilizing our existing Adult Outreach 

Program to facilitate family oriented service opportunities 

o Timeline: Fall 2022 

 Yearly listening sessions for the whole parish 

o Timeline: Spring 2023 

 State of the Parish address to give the parish community updates on vital parish happenings 

o Timeline: September 2022 

 Recruit volunteers and bring back welcome weekends 

o Timeline: 

  Recruit volunteers by October 2022 

 Hold first welcome weekend Advent 2022 

Liturgy  
 Bring back greeting one another before Mass 

o Timeline: Now 

 Kids at the font for baptisms 

o Timeline: Now 

 Expand participation in liturgical ministries 

o Timeline: December 2022 

 12 new individual Ministers of Hospitality + 4 families to serve together as 

Ministers of Hospitality 

 6 new Lectors 

 12 new Altar Servers 

 6 new Eucharistic Ministers 

 Introduce and learn new music 

o Timeline: Beginning Fall 2022 

 One song every two months 

 Recruit more singers and instrumentalists for music ministry, including youth musicians 

o Timeline: December 2022 

 3 new Cantors 

 3 new Instrumentalists 

Faith Formation 
 Introduce small groups 

o Timeline: February 2023 
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 MACC opportunities 

o Timeline: Ongoing discussions with local parishes 

 Recruit catechists 

o Timeline: September 2022 

Administration 
 At least twice a year, have staff available at coffee & donuts to introduce themselves, and 

answer any questions 

o Timeline: Fall 2022 

 Transparency 

o Begin posting minutes for Pastoral and Finance Council meetings on the website 

 Timeline: Now 

o Name council chairs in bulletin 

 Timeline: Now 

 Increase awareness of Christian Service Funding 

o Timeline: November 2022 

Listening Session Observations for the Wider Church 

The Fundamental Question 

US/Global Church 
The most significant conversation centered on the US/Global Church. Overwhelmingly, the conversation 

revolved around the role of women in the Church. Participants at the very least want to see women in 

leadership positions of meaning in the Church, this could be heads of departments, committees, 

parishes, etc. In a dream Church, women would hold meaningful offices within the Church such as the 

role of priest or deacon. Participants noted that there is scriptural evidence for the female deaconate 

and could not understand why the Church was dragging its feet on resurrecting the female deaconate 

and inviting women into this ministry. This also goes hand in hand with the discussion of married priests. 

Why are priests not allowed to marry or why are married men not allowed to enter the priesthood? 

Married clergy has a history within the Church, why are we not embracing this historical fact of our 

Church? 

Our young Church especially, wants to hear more diverse perspectives breaking open the Word. One 

participant wrote, “There are better ways to announce the good news of the Gospel, and that includes 

hearing perspectives from people other than the priest.” Allowing women into the deaconate or 

priesthood would greatly increase the opportunity for different perspectives and experiences to be 

explored, and to have strong role models to look up to. Young women in particular are looking for 

strong, intelligent women to look up to in the Church. Our female saints are often referred to as meek, 

mild, gentle, and there is a focus on their virginal status. For example, St. Catherine of Siena is described 

first as a virgin and then as a doctor of the Church. What does this say about how the Church values 

women? 

In line with expanded and more meaningful roles for women and married clergy, participants noted that 

the Catholic Church needs to be more inclusive. The focus of the Church should be on what brings us 

together, not what separates us. One important step to bringing the Church together is for the hierarchy 

and institutional Church to bring the people of God together and admitting where mistakes were made, 

apologizing for those mistakes, asking for forgiveness, and correcting the behavior. There needs to be 
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action to the tending and healing of the wounds brought about by the sexual abuse crisis, institutional 

racism (especially in the history of the United States Catholic Church), the mistreatment and abuse of 

Native Americans in order to strip them of their native culture and identity, and the ways in which the 

historical Church conquered peoples and colonized their lands in the name of God. Including and 

acknowledging these wounds will let the light of inclusiveness into the Church, and will create a more 

welcoming and kind Church.  

The overall feeling of the Catholic Church is that it is unwelcoming, closed off, and better than everyone 

else. If you do not agree with the way things are done or the beliefs then there is no room here for you. 

This feeling stems from the institutional Church being too legalistic and disconnected from the lives of 

the people of God in the pews. There is room for everyone in God’s Church, we need to remember this. 

Communion was also a topic where an overwhelming amount of respondents had strong experiences 

and thoughts. Why are members of other Christian denominations unable to partake in Eucharist? Other 

denominations do not bar Catholics from participating at their tables. Jesus came to bring us together 

“that they may all be one (Jn 17:21)” and yet, we use the Body and Blood of Christ as a litmus test to 

determine who is truly worthy, who is truly a disciple.  

To a lesser degree, there were also a handful of respondents who pointed out that there needs to be a 

better explanation of “participate, but not partake.” 

Another topic that participants discussed was the treatment and inclusion of member of the LGBTQIA+ 

community in the Church. This is often seen as a topic that the young Church is passionate about, 

however, it is important to note that our adult participants ages 40+ were also passionate about this 

topic. People who know and love members of the LGBTQIA+ community know how the Church (both the 

institution and the people of God) has hurt them through discrimination, disinterest, and insensitivity to 

their situation within the Church and society. 

Adjacent to the treatment and exclusion of our LGBTQIA+ sisters and brothers were conversations on 

the antiquated theology of human sexuality to which the Church adheres. Many called for a 

reexamination of the theology of human sexuality in light of modern scientific findings and human 

experience. 

Conversations regarding the hierarchical structure of the Church also arose. In particular, participants 

want to see consistency in seminary education for priests and pastoral training. With a consistent 

education and training, we will hopefully see less clericalism and abuse of power. One example of abuse 

of power and inconsistent education that emerged was found in our US bishops. To the average person 

sitting in the pew, our episcopal leadership seems too vested in politics and not leading by the example 

of the Gospel. Again, to the average person in the pew, it seems like our bishops are more concerned 

with proper doctrine and adhering to the rules than being missionary disciples of Christ championing the 

Gospel and offering pastoral care to all they meet. 

The adherence to doctrine and rules has alienated the laity. The people of God at Blessed Sacrament 

would like to see power go back to the parishes instead of the hierarchy. Laity should have more of a 

voice in their parish. Laity should also be consulted when the appointment of a new pastor is taking 

place for their parish. The laity should also be consulted, along with the priests, in the election of a new 

bishop to a diocese. So much hurt has occurred from leaders coming in and thinking they know better 

than the people who have been in the pews or building up the local Church for years. 
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Wounds inflicted by the Church emerged in many ways. One prominent wound comes from our 

divorced brothers and sisters. The annulment process has to be easier. Divorce hurts enough. People 

should not feel like they are being punished when filing for an annulment. The Church should be a 

community of comfort and peace, not an inquisition into the ways a marriage failed and what failures 

rest on the individual’s shoulders. 

The topic of young people was a concern for people of all ages, in particular how to engage and keep 

young people active in the Church. I’ll allow the young people to speak for themselves: 

I feel like I don’t really have a place in the present [C]hurch as a very liberal young person, so I 

find it hard to believe that my feedback will even mean anything. I’d rather put my energy 

somewhere else where it will do more good. ~Age 20 

I think that a way we could improve is to stop calling the bigger picture the Church. I think that 

Catholicism using The Church creates an unfortunate institution that makes it seem like our 

ideology is the only acceptable one. Saying Our Church as a whole is such a better community 

word than The Church. Of course, I know that will never change, but I wish it would. ~Age 21 

I’m going to talk about the gender roles in the Church. I have always found them very difficult 

because for women, Mary is like the ideal woman. Mary is a wonderful disciple of God. I think 

she's a very wonderful person to model your life after. But, the way she is described is also 

incredibly gentle and meek and there's no strength or bravery or intelligence even though I 

believe those are characteristics she as a person had. I have trouble with the way the Church 

talks about women. It is also run by men and therefore just lacks of a female perspective. ~Age 

21 

These young people want to see a Church that is inclusive, ecumenical, social justice oriented, missional. 

A Church that cares for the poor. A Church that goes to the margins and helps. A Church that stands up 

against oppression, not just spiritual oppression, but real, tangible, systemic oppression in the world. 

Some might say that this is just giving into pop culture or being woke, but to the young people this is 

living out the Gospel. This is being the visible sign of an invisible reality. This is what it means to be 

Church. 

Finally, as a whole the Catholic Church needs to be transparent about the happenings in the Church. This 

includes reassignment of clergy who have been accused of inappropriate behavior. This includes 

financial holdings. This includes what is being studied and why in terms of Church teaching. 

Transparency of the institution builds trust between the institution and the people of God. It facilitates a 

relationship of growth and mutual seeking of truth. 

Participants praised the work that Pope Francis is doing in order to move the Church forward. They were 

grateful that he called this synod and gave the people of God an opportunity to speak and to be heard. 

Pope Francis’ example of servant leadership, in following in the footsteps of Christ, in living out the 

Gospel gives the people of God hope. 

Diocese 
In terms of how the diocese has journeyed with the people of God, many participants commented on 

how the Diocese of Saginaw communicates with the people of the diocese. They appreciate FAITH 

Magazine, the email blasts, and livestreams. People also love the Little Books and how the books help 

them pray and reflect on Scripture. It is a meaningful resource. There was also a consensus that the 
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diocese is passionate about Catholic education and making sure that Catholic schools continue to exist in 

this diocese.  

Participants thought that the diocese did not journey well when it came to transparency. Again, 

transparency builds trust and mutual understanding between the diocese and the people of God. It is 

difficult to contact the bishop and feel heard. He is well insulated. In fact, the number one comment 

people had about the diocese is disbelief that Bishop Gruss has yet to visit Blessed Sacrament, one of 

the largest parishes in the diocese. Because of this, people feel like the diocese wants nothing to do with 

them unless it revolves around money. One parishioner had a fantastic suggestion: have Bishop Gruss 

move his First Friday Mass, lunch, and presentation to different parishes around the diocese, so he is 

able to meet more of his flock. 

Participants felt as though the diocese should be helping to facilitate and embolden the bonds between 

neighboring parishes to build partnerships and strengthen the Body of Christ. In addition, the young 

Church wants diocesan events that enhance the bonds between parish youth ministry programs. Young 

people would like to see events like Feed the Fire, MYEfaith, and events that are not structured around 

Mass, but to build up the community of young believers in the Church of Saginaw. 

There was a general consensus that even though the diocese communicated well, the information being 

communicated feels less like walking together and more like checking boxes. It seems like the 

information coming from the diocese is exclusive rather than inclusive, more focused on devotionals 

versus missional. Lifelong parishioners long for the days of Bishop Ken Untener where the diocesan staff 

was in the parishes and a resource for the parishes. Parishioners feel as if diocesan staff does not know 

them or their journeys because there is no interaction.  

Let Us Dream 
The Church of Blessed Sacrament is full of dreamers.  

We dream of a Church fully alive in the Spirit of God with vibrant uplifting liturgy.  

We dream of an inclusive Church that recognizes the gifts and contributions of all people regardless of 

race, age, gender, orientation, color, disability, national origin, or economic status. 

We dream of a Church that is repentant when wrongdoing has occurred—a Church that asks for 

forgiveness and gives forgiveness.  

We dream of a Church where the laity and clergy work together to bring about the kingdom of God.  

We dream of a Church where we form the heart and mind—where doubt and uncertainty are embraced 

and overcome through conversations and strong relationships within the Church.  

We dream of a Church that continues to listen to the people of God from now on. 

Spirit on the Move 
The Holy Spirit was truly present in each of our listening sessions. Above all else, participants felt the 

Spirit present in their conversations and sharing of experiences. Many participants wrote that it was a 

wonderful feeling to know that they were not alone in their experiences of Church. In some cases, 

participants wrote that “we had differing opinions at the table, but the Holy Spirit allowed our hearts 

and minds to be open to one another.” 
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In opening our hearts and minds to the Holy Spirit, we were able to open our hearts and minds to one 

another. In our Zoom sessions we were separated by space, but people still felt the Holy Spirit in the 

conversations, connecting us through space and time.  

Moving forward, we hope to have more listening sessions to bring the community together, to listen to 

one another and to the Holy Spirit in order to lead our parish, and to strengthen our faith community 

and community at large. We want to see the Catholic Churches in the area make a conscious effort to 

work together, but also work with the other Christian churches and other religious institutions.  

It is our hope that the work we do in our corner of the vineyard will be strengthened by the diocese and 

global Church as they, too, listen to the Holy Spirit through the work of these listening sessions. 

Appendix A 

Participant Overview 
 

Age Range 
# of 

Respondents 

11-13 14 

14-19 34 

20-29 8 

30-39 3 

40-49 5 

50-59 31 

60-69 23 

70-79 28 

80-89 13 

90+ 2 

Undefined 23 

Grand Total 184 
Age breakdown of participants 

  

Affiliation 
Sum of 
Count 

Catholic 156 

Other 2 

Unaffiliated 2 

(blank) 24 

Grand Total 184 
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Appendix B 

Table Topics: Topic distribution by table 
Church Level 

Topic Youth Adults CARE 

Parish 
More opportunities for interaction with other parishes/ 
dioceses/ churches 4 5  

Parish More listening sessions 3 2  
Parish More robust/inspiring music; More silence during the Mass 9 11  
Parish Opportunities to participate in liturgical ministries 6 4 3 

Parish 
Learn specifics about what we believe and our Catholic identity; 
More spiritual mentors at the parish 5 8  

Parish Be more welcoming/inviting (already do a good job) 2 7  
Parish FF Programs are excellent 2 13  
Parish What's our thing at Blessed Sacrament?  2  
Parish Better communication: transparency 7  
Parish Love having the kids come up to the font  2  
Parish How do we keep the youth?  2  
Parish Stewardship: Community service, Outreach, & Tithing 1 5 3 

Diocesan Laity involvement in decision making: ie, pastors, bishops  2  
Diocesan Where is our bishop?  3  
Diocesan Diocesan communication is good  4  
Diocesan Programs for AFF have waned  2  
Diocesan The diocese feels distant from our parish  4  
US/Global Be open to change 5   

US/Global Be unified and embrace our universality 1 3  
US/Global LGBTQ+ relations 2 6  
US/Global Be open to non-Catholics 1 2  
US/Global Communion for all 2 9  
US/Global Better explanation of participate, not partake  1  
US/Global Expand women's roles in the Church 2 17  
US/Global Better transparency in the institution across the board  5  

US/Global 
A better way for annulments and the inclusion of the divorced 
and remarried  3  

US/Global Rigidity of the US bishops  5  
US/Global Need for further examination of married priests  4  
US/Global Pope Francis is wonderful  7  
US/Global Consistency in seminary education for priests  3  
US/Global There needs to be unified messaging from the leadership  3  
US/Global Needs a reexamination of its theology of sexuality  3  

US/Global 
The priests and people of the diocese should have input in 
choosing bishops  3  

US/Global The Church overall needs to be more inclusive and welcoming  6 3 

 


