


BELIEF
& FAITH
PRACTICES

Owning my faith journey

Remember,
mystery isn’t something

that you cannot understand.
It is something that

you can endlessly understand!
There is no point at which you can say,

“I’ve got it.”
Always and forever,

mystery gets you!

Fr. Richard Rohr
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Relating to God is
easier than relating
to Jesus Christ.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
BELIEF & FAITH PRACTICES

Living the message
of Jesus is more
important than the
rules.

The Eucharist is
fundamental and
controversial.
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Within the context of a faith community, beliefs can be
handed down to believers, much as parents hand down
beliefs to their children.

Documents of the Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum, no.8

Everyone believes. Some beliefs are small and inconsequential - some are large
and important. Beliefs can be grounded in proven fact or come out of a principle
we support. Some beliefs remain constant throughout our lives and some change
over time. But one thing is certain: our beliefs matter. They come from the deepest
center of our being and shape our reality.

Religious beliefs have a unique place in our lives. As a community of faith, the
Church offers a person access to a universe of tradition and meaning-making. The
Church also teaches that the individual must always obey the certain judgment of
his or her own well-formed conscience.

The Church offers us two propositions to hold in balance – on the one hand, a
universal framework of belief, and on the other, how we understand and
appropriate this framework into our lives based on the prescriptions of our
conscience. How do present-day American Catholics understand what it means to
believe? Our synodal process revealed a wide diversity.
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CATHOLICS SPEAK
"We should not be changing our beliefs as the
time changes."

"Who is responsible for determining what the new
doctrine will be? How do we know that the new
doctrine comes from God?"

"The Church is a living body, and its doctrine needs to
evolve in order for Catholicism to survive, let alone grow."

"There is confusion regarding what Catholics are allowed to
think, do, or believe (in order) to be “good” Catholics."

"I wish we would spend less energy on doctrine and more
on the message of Jesus. We nitpick the life out of
mystery. I wish we would simply focus on acting justly,
loving tenderly, walking humbly. I wish we would do away
with the pomp and our hierarchical structure."

Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a
man. There he is alone with God, Whose voice echoes
in his depths.

Documents of the Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, no.16

There is a second-century Syrian way of being Christian,
an eight century Irish way,
a twelfth-century Eastern Orthodox way,
and a fifteenth-century Chinese way.

Marcus Borg

Is there a twenty-first century way of being Catholic? Historically, there have been
many ways of interpreting Christianity and living the Christian life. Perhaps
looking at some areas of belief and faith practice noted by those who participated
in our synodal process might offer a glimpse into how Catholics are living the
Christian life today.
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A majority of our participants indicated that they are comfortable with the idea of
communion with an unknowable, limitless God. Many have a personal
relationship with God and many believe that God intervenes in their personal
lives. As far back as St. Augustine, Christianity has understood that searching for
God is searching for a limitless, incomprehensible Other.

From my point of view,
God is the light that illuminates the darkness,
even if it does not dissolve it,
and a spark of divine light is within each of us.

Pope Francis

GOD

...God remains beyond our intellect and so in unknown to us.
Hence, the supreme knowledge which we have of God is to
know that we do not know God, insofar as we know that what
God is surpasses all that we can understand.

St. Augustine
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What image of God we settle on matters a great deal. It not only shapes what we
imagine God may be like, it also shapes what we think our life is about. People
whose image of God is that of a warrior may become warriors themselves, whether
in a Christian crusade, Muslim jihad, or an apocalyptically-minded militia. People
who think of God as righteous are likely to emphasize righteousness themselves,
just as those who imagine God as compassionate are likely to emphasize
compassion. 

As the Father loves me,
so I also love you.
Remain in my love.

John 15:9

For Christians, our belief in Jesus Christ as the Son of God - the second person of
the Trinity - makes him the most intimate discloser of who God is. But as you will
read in the next section, our understanding of Jesus Christ can be complicated.

Christ has no body now on earth but yours,
no hands, no feet but yours.

Yours are the eyes
with which Christ looks out
his compassion to the world.

Yours are the feet
with which he is to go about doing good.

Yours are the hands
with which he is to bless us now.

St. Teresa of Avila
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MY EXPERIENCE OF FAITH & BELIEF

"God gave us the gift of our conscience which calls
each of us to inform and use ours wisely with regard
to doctrine. A transparent, personal response to
God is more important than blind obedience to an
institutional Church."

"I am happy because of my
relationship with God. I love my
Catholic Church."

"We don’t have the courage to be
proud to say we are Catholic."

"My Catholic faith is the center of my life."

"It’s more cultural than devotional for me." 

"I’ve maintained my faith but have not been impressed
with the Church lately."

The real spiritual journey is work.
You can make a naïve assertion
that you trust in Jesus,
but until it is tested a good,
oh, 200 times,
I doubt very much that it’s true.

Fr. Richard Rohr
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Who is Jesus Christ in the lives of Catholics today? For many, this is a complex
question that can be difficult to answer. Many in our synodal process shared how
they understand Jesus Christ and what their relationship with Jesus looks like. The
comments surfaced doubts and questions of faith among many Catholics. They
seemed to hold a tension as they try to synthesize their understanding of Church
teaching with what their individual consciences (and the Holy Spirit) might be
nudging them to explore

JESUS CHRIST

Often, the idea of a “personal relationship” with Jesus is shunned by Catholics
because it is seen as an overtly Evangelical or Protestant idea. In our online
listening survey, less than half indicated having a personal relationship with Jesus
Christ. Surprisingly, more than two-thirds of the same respondents indicated
that they believe Jesus to be fully present in the Eucharist in a special way. Taken
together, they suggest a need to explore how we understand the Eucharist as well
as how we understand the ministry and the person of Jesus Christ.

We Catholics can sometimes feel uneasy talking about faith questions or doubts. A
synodal Church, one which asks us to journey with one another, challenges us not
only to be honest about our own faith experience, but to encounter, accompany
and listen to our fellow travelers along the way - travelers who may not look at
faith and belief the same way we do.
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ME AND JESUS CHRIST

"I know Jesus was here, as a human on this earth. I don’t
believe he arose from the dead. I think he is the son of
God, just as we are all sons and daughters of God. But
after he died, I believe his followers created a myth of his
resurrection to perpetuate a religion."

"Doctrine doesn’t matter to me as much as living
the message of Jesus. Proclaim the Gospel at
all times: when necessary, use words.
Act justly, love tenderly, walk humbly."

"I believe that Jesus, the Son of God, CHOSE to die in order to
defeat death and reconcile fallen humanity to God. I don’t
believe God the Father forced him to suffer to atone for our
sins. I believe it was a voluntary act of love that he became
fully human in order to redeem us."

"I believe God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are their
own separate things, not all one."
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For Catholics, the Eucharist is the ultimate religious ritual – “the fount and apex of
the Christian life” (Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium, no. 11). It is through
the Eucharist that we are invited into an intimate encounter with God, and where
we sustain ourselves in faith, discipleship and community. The closing of churches
during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic prevented many Catholics from
receiving the Eucharist, making many in the Church realize how much we had
previously taken this sacrament for granted. We heard many in our synodal
process reflect about the importance of the Eucharist in their lives. Additionally,
many spoke to the significant polarization that exists today regarding who should
be able to receive the Eucharist.

THE EUCHARIST

THE EUCHARIST

"Reception of the Eucharist is an essential
part of my life. It was very difficult to be cut off
from the sacraments during the pandemic."

"The host shouldn’t be a political issue."

"Offer communion to everyone who attends
Mass and wants it."

"I believe being a Catholic means a great
responsibility to all of Christianity because we live, or
should I say we are suppose to live, the sacramental life
of the Church. In two of the seven sacraments, we
receive baptism and with great humility we receive in
communion the Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity of our
Lord Jesus Christ." 
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"I was raised to believe in God and the Catholic Church;
however, many things that happened through my childhood,
made me question the validity of the Church in my life. My
belief and faith in God, in Jesus and the Holy Spirit has never
wavered, but all the "mandates" of the Church, felt so
constraining.

However, once I moved away from home to go to university, I
realized I needed to be a part of something that brought
people together, as I lived far away from my family, I missed
the sharing and caring. Therefore, I started to go to Mass
every Sunday and felt so much comfort and peace. I went
through the RCIA and did my First Communion at 27 years of
age. I met my husband 9 years later and got married at The
Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels.

I was very excited to have my children attend a Catholic
School, hoping to instill in them the same values and love
for God that were instilled in me. However, I found that
God's love and forgiveness is not always demonstrated to the
kids; sadly, after having a religion teacher who talks about
how many "different" people are not accepted by God, my
children have chosen that the Catholic Church is not for
them. This makes me sad because through my life, God has
always been there for me, and I believe in being part of the
Church is important, so for my children to question the validity
of my belief, is very difficult for me."

STORIES OF FAITH
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HAVING FAITH IN A FLAWED CHURCH

Our message and methodology have changed, do change,
and must change if we are faithful to the ongoing and
unchanging mission of Jesus Christ.

Brian C. McLaren

Throughout the twenty pages of responses from our in-person listening sessions
and over a hundred pages of responses from our online listening survey, the
committee recognized a consistent underlying theme – a yearning for change.
Also, despite a large majority indicating they believe the Church is capable of
change, the comments suggest that most feel powerless in this regard. If the
Church is capable of change, the comments suggest that this is so only from the
top down. As often as the post-Vatican II Church refers to itself as “The People of
God,” when it comes to implementing change, these very People find themselves
without a voice, and, instead, view “Church” as a monolithic, indifferent “other.”

It was not surprising that the need for revision and renewal in the Church was
expressed strongly by the 61 disaffiliated people who took the survey, but it was
expressed with equal passion in comments made by practicing Catholics in every
category explored by this report. The Catholic comments fell largely into two
general areas:

1. The Church as a rule-driven culture, unable to adapt to the signs of the times.
Comments often used the term the “institutional church,” which sometimes
referred to the Pope and the Vatican, and sometimes to the American bishops.
There was a sense that some rules are judgmental, prescriptive, and no longer
relevant to the times. Not only are these rules considered irrelevant, but
participants wrote that they are damaging the vitality of the Church today, which
causes them to worry for its future. They suggested that the Church we have today
is less about the ministry of Jesus than it is about institutional maintenance and
preservation.
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ME AND THE CHURCH
"Understanding God within a personal relationship not
thru manipulating God for perfect adherence to rules."

"I have so many struggles with the institutional church
positioning itself against people…putting up blockades
and making it complicated to be Catholic in the world."

"It is a difficult journey these days. Foolish adherence
to rules that make no sense, politicization of bishops and
exclusion of too many make being Catholic questionable."

"My experience of Catholicism has been that it can
be too stiff and stifling at times. There are rules
that seem to be only for the sake of having rules. (...)"

"The Church is too judgmental. There is a big contradiction. In our
everyday life the institution has become huge. The Church is in fear
of losing its power and money so they have to control by rules."

2. The polarization that is dividing the American Church
The Gospels tells us that one of the things that distinguished Jesus from the other
religious preachers of his time was that he spoke with authority, while the others
did not. Today there appear to be multiple “authorities” within the Church,
claiming to know the will of God. What it means to be an American Catholic
today is often defined by “which camp you are in.” The Church is called to be
leaven for society, not just a mirror of it. It appears that the Church is moving
toward change – its mission demands it. Pope Francis has a vision of what that
change might look like.
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“I dream of a “missionary option,” that is, a missionary impulse
capable of transforming everything, so that the Church’s
customs, ways of doing things, times and schedules, language
and structures can be suitably channeled for the
evangelization of today’s world rather than for her self-
preservation…to make ordinary pastoral activity on every level
more inclusive and open, to inspire in pastoral workers a
constant desire to go forth and in this way to elicit a positive
response from all those whom Jesus summons to friendship
with him.”

Pope Francis, The Joy of the Gospel (Evangelii Gaudium), no. 27

A POLARIZED CHURCH

"The Church needs healing within itself. It’s polarized and we
need to find “a commonality” to bring it together."

"I have been questioning lately the nature of my Catholicism as
there seems to be increasing divisiveness in the church –
especially in the American Catholic Church. I am greatly
concerned that while there is a message of “All are Welcome,”
the deeds of some church leaders - especially the American
Council of Bishops (sic) – is the essence of exclusionary
practice. It is disheartening."

"I am annoyed at the lack of dialogue around the really
important issues of our day (climate change, immigration, war,
capital punishment, etc.) and the absolute focus on one: abortion."

"Can we try to talk/focus on the things we have in
common and not the things that divide us?"
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"I find it extremely distressing that many prominent
(particularly American) Catholics seem to define
their faith as little more than a reactionary politics
that must be defended in the “culture war” against
people who are different.

This is not to say that tradition is unimportant to the
Catholic Church or that we should cut all of our ties
to the past, but I do believe that as Catholics we
are called to carefully consider our relation to
the past, to incorporate necessary changes into
Catholic doctrine (as has been done many times
in the history of the church), and to appreciate
that the diversity of beliefs and peoples who are
different from us are not an existential threat to
the church, but make it more vibrant and
creative.

However, given the direction in which the Church
seems to be heading, I must confess that I am
deeply concerned about the future of the Church."

HOPING FOR RENEWAL
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We bless you Lord for our calling, for nurturing in each of us a
disciple’s heart. A heart that rejoices in your coming, a heart
sustained by your Spirit, a heart encouraged by fellow disciples.

May there grow in each of our hearts the disciple’s willingness
to learn, and the disciple’s joy in becoming a medium of your
grace. AMEN

From “Prayers for Parish Groups,” Harrington and Kavanagh

PRAYER BEFORE FAITH SHARING

1. What findings most struck you in the Belief and Faith Practices Chapter? 

2. If you were to describe your image of God today in a word or phrase, what
would it be and why? Has that image changed or remained the same over time?

3. Some of our parishioners as well as other Catholics who took the survey
indicated that they have a stronger sense of a personal relationship with God
than they do with Jesus Christ. Why do you think that is? Is it true for you?

4. Looking around our culture today, it is clear that there are many ways to
interpret Christianity and to live the Christian life. What, for you, are the most
essential aspects of being a Christian? How do you “live the Gospel” in your daily
life?

5. What makes you specifically a Catholic Christian? What, for you, are the most
essential aspects of being a Catholic Christian today? How are they part of your
life?

6. One participant wrote that “The Catholic Church needs healing within itself.”
What is one thing that you can do to bring about this healing, that is, to enhance
the identity and mission of the Church?

FAITH-SHARING QUESTIONS
BELIEF & FAITH PRACTICES

SEASON OF ADVENT, SESSION  1
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