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Diocese of Victoria, Texas 
 
The Diocese of Victoria in Texas officially opened the Diocesan phase of the Synod 2021-2023 
with a Mass on Sunday, Oct. 24, 2021, at The Cathedral of Our Lady of Victory in Victoria, with 
Bishop Brendan Cahill presiding. The 9 a.m. Mass was televised and live-streamed.  
 
At that Mass, Bishop Cahill recognized diocesan synod coordinators Dr. Glenn Hunter and Mrs. 
Jennifer Vincent, along with their team members, Mr. Aldo Camacho – Hispanic Ministry, and 
Mrs. Janet Jones – Communications. Bishop Cahill asked the Holy Spirit to guide our diocese as 
we gather in synod in the coming months to listen to one another and share our hopes and dreams 
for the future of the Church in our parishes, our diocese and our world. 

In the following month, the diocesan team studied the Preparatory Document and the 
Vademecum, as well as documents provided on the USCCB website, to prepare an information 
session for the Presbyteral Council on Nov. 10, 2021, with an overview of the synodal process.  
The concept of taking a “synodal journey” with parishioners was initially met with resistance by 
the deans, mostly due to very few of them having read any documents and the concern that 
“inviting the flock to tell the shepherds what direction the Church should take” would lead to 
decisions based on emotions and misinformation.  A list of concerns and questions were 
compiled after the meeting, which the diocesan team used to prepare suggestions on how the 
particular churches could conduct listening sessions within their parishes.   

The diocesan team, along with Bishop Cahill, decided to refer to the synodal sessions as 
“listening sessions” to avoid the appearance of being too formal or agenda-driven. The stated 
focus listening to the Holy Spirit and to one another in prayerful sessions to identify the things 
providing good fruit for the parishes as well as the needs or healing to be addressed in the future. 

The team created a diocesan logo (attached) to help the faithful understand that they are 
participating in something greater than their own parish and are part of the world-wide effort to 
become a listening Church that makes the effort to build relationships with God and with one 
another.  The prepared templates were then made available on the diocesan website and 
presented to the deans at their Jan. 19, 2022, Presbyteral Council meeting.  The documents were 
templates for listening sessions, with suggested scripture, prayer (including the Synod Prayer), 
and questions to present for small group discussions and open sharing.  The pastors and clergy of 
each parish were encouraged to be present to welcome their participants and simply listen 
without judgement or correction.  Two main questions were provided: How is “journeying 
together” happening today in our parish? and How is the Holy Spirit inviting our parish 
community to grow in fulfilling Christ’s mission? Additional sub-questions were provided, 
concerning “communion, participation, and mission,” to help generate conversations, if needed.  
The templates provided were suggestions not mandates.  Pastors were free to modify them 
according to fit their own parishes.  Talking points were provided to the pastors concerning what 
Pope Francis has asked of the Catholic faithful concerning the Synod and Bishop Cahill’s 
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invitation to spend time with one another, validating our common desire for unity and 
communion.  The intent was to give the priests the opportunity to state that there would be no 
change in doctrine or truths of the faith (to ease their previously stated concerns), but rather the 
immediate purpose was to focus on listening to one another concerning how we walk together in 
our faith and in the life of our Church.  Bishop Cahill was clear in his directive that the priests 
were to have in-person listening sessions, if at all possible, so the opportunity to build 
relationships and community within parishes was promoted.  This approach allowed the pastors 
to simply listen and have scribes take note of what was on the minds and hearts of their 
parishioners.  It was suggested that the sessions end with prayer and the Sign of Peace.   

Of the 69 churches in the Diocese of Victoria, 50 (72%) participated.  There were 47 listening 
sessions. Some parishes had more than one session to address active and inactive parishioners 
and some parishes joined together for a listening session, especially Mission churches.  The 
sessions averaged 1½ - 3 hours long – enough time to warm up to one another and share but not 
so long as to become tiresome.  The total number of people who participated in listening sessions 
within the Diocese of Victoria was 1,124. 

A few pastors opted to create their own questionnaires or go online and access Synod surveys 
from other dioceses to distribute among their parishioners.  These 259 surveys were collected 
and synthesized into parish reports.   

On the whole, the in-person listening sessions provided fruits in the area of seeking ways to build 
up the Body of Christ, recognizing the need to reach out to those who have been identified as 
feeling overlooked or neglected: the divorced, the widowed, struggling young families, young 
adults, the newly married, Hispanic and Vietnamese communities and mixed-faith families.   

One surprising result of asking who may feel neglected or underserved in the parish was the 
answer that all generations feel neglected: the older generation (60+ yrs.) feels forgotten and 
unappreciated; the middle generation (40-59 yrs.) feels overworked and ill-equipped to hand 
down the faith; the younger generation (20-39 yrs.) feels underserved and like there’s no place 
for them and their small children.  One pastor reported that a middle-aged father wrote, 
“Everyone at some point will have to face their own thoughts/feelings of exclusion from the 
Church based on their sinful nature.” 

The listening sessions provided an environment to begin inviting people back to the fold and 
started conversations within parishes on how to be more inviting, welcoming and engaging 
among parishioners and especially those mentioned above.  One parish is creating a committee to 
continue listening to their parishioners and sharing their needs and desires with the pastor on a 
regular basis. Another parish decided to plan a Parish Ministry Awareness Day to acknowledge 
those who give of themselves for the good of the parish and to provide opportunities for 
newcomers/returning parishioners to connect and get involved. 
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An overwhelming positive fruit from the listening sessions was the expressed appreciation by the 
participants on being asked what they thought about their faith and the Catholic Church.  The 
various responses indicated a depth of spirituality that is often untapped or unappreciated. Thus, 
their self-awareness and expressed desire for genuine relationships with their pastors and with 
others in their parish was refreshing for pastors to hear.  A recurring theme in listening sessions 
and in survey responses was the desire to come together in fellowship to build relationships with 
others in the parish.  The venues suggested were shared meals, parish/sacrament celebrations, 
day retreats, devotions or special Masses, where the focus is not on making money but on 
making friends and building support networks within the parish family.   

It was obvious in the reports that people recognized the role the pandemic had to play in the 
decline in attendance at Mass and other liturgical events.  Sorrow, pain, and betrayal were 
emotions expressed about the Church authorities choosing to close the doors of the churches 
during the height of the pandemic. Though some recognized the decisions were made for the 
physical health of the faithful, Mass obligation, once never questioned, was discouraged by 
Church leaders, and the habit of making Mass a priority was broken.  With the slow return to in-
person Mass attendance, many have replaced the habit with other worldly activities and it has 
become socially acceptable to excuse oneself for the slightest reason.  The continued use of live-
streamed Mass has given the impression that viewing Mass online is an equal choice to attending 
Mass in person.  Some in the diocese feel that, because of this, the understanding and belief of 
the sacred Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist has been even more diminished.  A general concern 
for the lack of respect for the sacredness of Mass was indicated in the listening sessions. Some 
lamented the recent restrictions of the Traditional Latin Mass and expressed a return to more 
traditional worship would help renew a sense of the sacred they felt was lost.  Others lamented 
the use of Latin in Mass and shared that not understanding Latin impeded their worship, causing 
them to feel left out. There was a clear desire for more traditional hymns in Mass. On the other 
hand, some thought more contemporary music would attract the youth.  

While there is a strong desire to bring family members and friends back to the Mass and the 
practice of the faith, there is an equally strong feeling of being ill equipped to answer questions 
about what we believe and the meaning behind our Catholic traditions.  Almost every parish 
report mentioned the need for adult/family catechesis.  The faithful of the diocese are seeking 
truth and a return to the basic teachings of the faith, but are hoping for novel approaches to 
education to bond learning the faith and developing a relationship with the person of Jesus Christ 
more tightly together. Suggestions included having social events with short presentations on 
either specific topics of the faith or why we do what we do at Mass or a Q&A for the priests or 
deacons.   

Utilizing Catholic media resources, communication tools and an invitational mindset to improve 
education as well as communication within the parishes and the diocese was another emerging 
theme.  Several parishes expressed a need to identify fallen away Catholics among families and 
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friends and share Catholic apps, websites, and podcasts, as well as make personal invitations to 
accompany them at Mass and other parish events.  As one parishioner observed, “some are 
waiting to be asked” and need a personal touch to encourage them to reconnect with their family 
of faith to address hurts and misunderstandings and be shown the path of mercy to full 
communion with holy Mother Church.  It became apparent in several listening sessions that the 
priests are not the only ones who must reach out to those separated from the faith.  The 
parishioners themselves frequently mentioned that they realize that they must do their part to 
invite and welcome family members and friends to parish liturgies and events.   

Young adults, especially those newly married and/or with young children and the 
elderly/homebound/disabled are major groups identified as needing support and encouragement. 
Each group had different needs, and unique issues keeping them from feeling welcome or 
engaged in parish life.  There are few programs available for young adults and newly married 
couples to meet and form supportive friendships in the parish. Young families struggle with 
practicing their faith (going to Mass with rambunctious children, attending events without 
babysitting provided, going to long retreats or study courses that take time away from the 
family).  These young families are looking for support and guidance in living sacramental lives 
in their homes.  Families with special needs children feel guilty for being at Mass when their 
child struggles to pay attention or has a meltdown.  

After years of volunteering and serving in the parish, the elderly and homebound feel 
disconnected from the parish and “forgotten” by the priests.  Family members shared that most 
receive Holy Communion from visiting extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion to the Sick, 
but these visits are quick and their loved ones are seldom visited by the clergy unless they 
specifically ask for them. 

The concerns of members with disabilities and special needs in the parish also need to be 
recognized and addressed, from their struggle to open heavy church doors to mobility issues to 
not being able to hear the homily and priest’s prayers.     

The Hispanic population in the Diocese of Victoria is a growing majority and the need for 
Hispanic ministries has been addressed by the bishop with the recent creation of a Hispanic 
Ministry under the direction of the Office of Family Evangelization.  Their mission is to listen 
and respond to pastoral concerns, working alongside pastors and other Church leaders, with the 
ultimate goal of greater participation of the Hispanic community in the life of the Church. 
Several Spanish listening sessions were conducted with the help of this new office and the results 
were hopeful.  Those attending shared their hesitation to participate in the parish due to their 
limited knowledge of English, yet there was a determination to move beyond their shyness and 
be more active in volunteering in ministries of the Church.  They also shared they felt 
acknowledged by having listening sessions in Spanish and hoped more Spanish programs, 
Spanish Masses, and celebration of Hispanic traditions in the diocese would be forthcoming.   
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Overall, the sentiment in the parish reports showed that people were generally comfortable in 
their parish. Many parishioners expressed an appreciation for being able to “journey together” 
through their parish schools, parish festivals and special groups, and for other opportunities to 
gather as a family beyond the Sunday Mass. However, many recognized that more effort was 
needed in engaging parishioners on a personal level.   

Youth programs and opportunities for young people to plug into ministries of service and liturgy 
was the final emerging parish theme.  Making use of social media and the internet to counter the 
anti-Catholic messages that our youth are exposed to on their phones and computers was 
frequently suggested, but several also mentioned the importance of reaching their hearts through 
worship, devotions and retreats as well as encouraging the youth to participate in liturgy, service 
and faith sharing.  One parishioner shared, “If you get the youth involved, the parents will 
follow.”  Opportunities for personal encounters with Christ would go a long way in preparing the 
youth for the spiritual battle awaiting them as they enter adulthood and the world at large.    

In spite of their initial hesitation and skepticism, the pastors who chose to participate in the in-
person listening sessions were pleasantly surprised that their parishioners did not want to have 
“gripe sessions” but rather were very positive and open to sharing their prayers, works, joys and 
sufferings in a candid, yet respectful, manner. They learned things they might never have known 
if they had not asked what was on the hearts and minds of the parishioners.  One pastor shared 
that he was unaware of the depth of loneliness his widows and widowers were feeling after the 
death of their spouse.  It prompted him to consider programs to address their needs.  The 
parishioners also came to the realization that their pastors and priests need them to step up and 
share the responsibility to build community and provide the manpower to have more social and 
spiritual events that focus on building relationships, first with God and second with one another.   

There are no serious moral issues occurring at this time in the Diocese of Victoria, but it is 
evident that the faithful want to address the impeding effects of the secular world on the spiritual 
health of individuals and especially of families.  In a world of increasingly violent responses to 
frustrations and struggles, our people are yearning for a renewed understanding of and 
appreciation for the Christian response to life’s challenges.  If their desires of the heart were to 
be condensed to the lowest common denominators, it would be that the faithful of the diocese of 
Victoria long for meaning (What do we believe and why?), purpose (How can we share these 
truths authentically?), and love (We desire genuine relationships, with God and with others.).  

Beyond the parishes, three other listening sessions took place in the diocese. The Victoria Texas 
Retrouvaille Community held a listening session, based on the guidelines provided by the 
diocesan synod team, to discuss how the Catholic Church in the Victoria diocese could best help 
marriages that are hurting and in need of spiritual and emotional support.  The session revealed 
the misperception of many hurting couples about being unworthy to participate in their parish 
life because they are broken and sinful.  Asking what the Church can do for them led to great 
discussions about the importance of a priestly presence at their ongoing support meetings 
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(CORE) as well as opportunities for growth in the understanding of what a sacred marriage is 
and what God desires for married couples. Group members said they appreciated the chance to 
share their hopes for their marriages and were thankful that the Catholic Church in the Victoria 
diocese wanted to listen to them and support their efforts to claim a better marriage.  

In the second non-parish listening session, Bishop Cahill met with 44 consecrated religious 
women from Incarnate Word and Blessed Sacrament in Victoria; Missionary Catechists from 
Victoria; and Dominican sisters from Port Lavaca, Texas, and Shiner, Texas.  He listened to the 
thoughts and desires of their hearts on how the religious could better serve the faithful in their 
respective areas as well as their concerns about how the religious life could be better supported 
and promoted within the diocese and the parishes.  The sisters shared their desire for the focus of 
vocations to be inclusive of both the priesthood and religious life, as well as the desire to use 
gender inclusive language in worship (i.e., “dear brothers and sisters” instead of “dear 
brethren”).  

Lastly, Bishop Cahill hosted an interfaith listening session with The Communities of Faith, a 
group of ministers representing various religious communities in the greater Victoria, Texas, 
area. This was an ecumenical outreach on the part of Bishop Cahill to respectfully consider our 
journey of faith with people in our area who are not Catholic, but share a belief in God.  The 
faiths represented were Islam, Judaism and Christianity, which was represented by leaders in the 
Orthodox, Catholic, Presbyterian, Lutheran and Episcopalian churches.  The respect and 
reverence each member had for the others was evident in the way that they spoke, but mostly in 
the way that they gave their undivided attention to the one speaking.  The group shared that this 
venue was a safe space for them to share their struggles and joys as leaders of faith.  There was a 
shared desire to build relationships of support and dispel prejudices and racism among their 
respective flocks.  One example is when the Mosque was burned in 2017.  The Jewish 
community offered their facilities for the Muslim community to gather in worship.  The 
Communities of Faith gathered at the site of the tragic fire for a prayer service to show their 
support.  One of the fruits of this listening session was the agreement to go beyond their monthly 
meetings and coordinate future interfaith events to strengthen a sense of community and trust 
among the various faiths in Victoria.   

 

 


