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Members of the Concerned Catholics of Vermont (CCOVT) and their guests 
gathered at Weston Priory on the morning of October 18, 2014, for a Day of 
Contemplation and Action to discuss and reflect on the state of the Catholic Church 
in Vermont. After a brief welcome by Brother Richard and Brother Elias, Gary 
Chicoine and Dennis O’Brien gave a brief overview of the day’s plans. Since 
CCOVT and the regular guests of the Priory were too large a group for the chapel, 
the group then moved to the barn for the Eucharist. The Gospel for the day (it 
being the Feast of St. Luke) is drawn from the Evangelist’s tenth chapter, and tells 
of Jesus sending out the Seventy-two, calling them lambs going among wolves.

After the celebration of the Eucharist, the participants, now numbering roughly 
fifty-five people, reassembled for a brief lunch and conversation. At 1:15 p.m., 
Gary Chicoine gave a brief description of the formation and growth of CCOVT, 
and introduced those members who form the Steering Committee. These members 
have been advocating a rethinking of the relationships between the bishops and the 
laity, and for an increased lay voice in synodal matters. Gary pointed out that 
CCOVT has been interested in a diocesan synod, and would like to have further 
discussion on this question today. Hence the gathering. He also read part of a 
communication from Future Church, which has sent several observers to Rome for 
the current Synod on the Family, convened by Pope Francis. 

This was followed by a brief scriptural reading by Michael Barszewski -- again 
drawn from Luke’s tenth chapter and by a reflection from Sister Janice Ryan on the 
same passage. To it she added a passage from Pope Francis at Pentecost, who 
reminded his listeners that it is the Spirit who draws us into the Gospel, and 
warned against a Church that becomes Gnostic, closed in, and self-referential. But 
who are the wolves, she asked? Francis, she suggested, is warning against those 
today who like the Jewish leaders of Jesus’s time, oversaw a religion and were 
determined to keep it closed and self-referential. This was followed then by a brief 
silent meditation on the Scriptural passage. 
 
Dennis then explained how the group breakout session would proceed and gave a 
brief explanation of the operation of a synod, pointed out that while Bishop Angell 
had expressed interest in such a meeting, he stepped down from the episcopacy 



before taking any action, thus bringing the process to an end. His successor, Bishop 
Matano, declined to convene a synod. Now, however, with Bishop Matano’s 
departure, perhaps the question of a synod is once again open. In the summer of 
2013, Pope Francis himself called for a revival of the spirit and practice of syn-
odality in the governance of the Church. CCOVT is seeking to respond to this call 
by asking now, if the diocese were to call a synod, what sorts of questions -- 
questions that fall within the competence of a diocese -- would Vermont Catholics 
like to see discussed? 

Only a bishop can call a synod and under canon law, such a gathering must be 
broadly representative and must include the laity. There was a brief discussion 
about the questionnaire sent out by the Vatican prior to the opening of the Synod 
on the Family. Neither the diocese itself nor Vermont parishes made any attempt to 
publicize the Vatican’s questions. They appeared, though, on the website of the 
Diocese of Albany, New York, and elsewhere several national bishops’ conferences 
made public reports of their findings (Japan, Switzerland, and Germany among 
them). The Diocese of Burlington’s response was prepared by Bishop Matano in 
consultation with others. He subsequently declined to release the nature of his 
consultation or the contents of the final report sent to the Vatican.

The breakout groups of eight or so each then were organized around four tables to 
begin their discussions. Each table had a facilitator and a reporter. Five specific 
topics were suggested:

1. Building church communities and Mass attendance
2. Passing on the faith to the younger generations
3. Increasing the number of priests and religious
4. Fostering communication between leadership and laity
5. Improving the financial health of parishes and diocesan programs 

(Note: due to time constraints and other factors the fifth topic regarding financial 
health did not get enough focus for a report on it.)

Topic 1: Building church communities and Mass attendance

Framing the question: There is a distinction between those who have simply drifted 
away and those who have made a thoughtful decision to leave. There are many 
well documented reasons why active and former Catholics are turned off, disgust 
with the priest sex abuse scandal and its handling by bishops, the disenfranchise-
ment of women, the harsh exclusion of gays, lackluster homilies week in and week 



out, to name a few.

What can be done in the Diocese of Burlington? Pope Francis has emphasized that 
friendship must be the first step, and that means, among other things, mutual 
respect in engaging difficult questions.

1) With the pope’s admonition in mind a dialogue can be started at the diocesan 
or parish level between priests and the laity posing some basic questions, 
e.g. what can be done in this parish (or across the diocese) to improve the 
liturgy and make it more engaging. How can homilies be improved? What 
about the music ministry?

2) An examination of the role of the parish pastor can be undertaken at the 
diocesan level (including lay representatives). How has the role of the pastor 
changed over the past 20 -30 years? How have parishioners’ expectations of 
their pastor changed? What responsibility can the laity share with the 
diocese to properly assimilate a new pastor into the culture of a parish? 
Would creation of a lay administrator position at the local parish or deanery 
(regional) level improve things with regard to the business aspects of the 
parish/deanery? A “best practices” study can be initiated to share what works 
well in one parish that others could benefit from.

3) A diocesan-wide outreach (“marketing campaign”) can be initiated to bring 
people back to the church. Such an undertaking would best be started by a 
charismatic and joyful bishop using media of all stripes. 

Topic 2: Passing on the faith to the younger generations

Framing the question: It is clear from various public surveys that young people are 
drifting away from church as measured by mass attendance. Many attendees at the 
Weston meeting noted that their children and grandchildren did not consider 
themselves “Catholics” in any active manner. It was suggested that “youth” really 
extended to all those under 50 and that that cohort is also less likely to become 
active in the liturgy or activities of the parish.



What can be done in the Diocese of Burlington?

1) Church officials from the bishop to the local pastor must come to a clear 
recognition of the factors that turn the young away from the church. Young 
people generally do not agree with church teaching on issues like treatment 
of women, contraception, condemnation of homosexuality, and even the 
illegality of abortion. Much church teaching is seen as “irrelevant” to the 
actual experience of young people. However these issues may be dealt with 
by the Synod on the Family being held at the Vatican, this discrepancy 
between official teaching and the convictions and experience of the young 
needs to be addressed with greater pastoral sensitivity.

2) Young people, not unlike the older generation, find church services 
uninspiring. “Boring” might be more to the point. Homilies are unsatisfacto-
ry and the liturgy itself often seems only rote and ritual. Diocesan workshops 
on homiletics and liturgy should be considered.

3) Many new priests in the diocese present the faith in a rigid dogmatic form 
that is distant from the complex world that the young must navigate. The 
diocese needs to counsel and mentor priests on the reality of the congrega-
tions they serve and evangelize.

4) Young people lead busy lives but they can be attracted to participate in 
various aspects of the Church’s social teachings. The diocese should broaden 
attention to the range of Catholic social thought and action moving beyond 
the usual “hot button” sexual issues. This direction would be in keeping with 
the urging of Pope Francis. 

5) Young people often say that they are “spiritual” but not “religious.” The 
diocese should initiate programs that speak to spirituality beyond the 
traditional liturgical forms. The ancient tradition of Christian meditation is 
one example that could be rediscovered by our youth.

6) Where possible there should be special youth ministry (and youth minis-
ters) in the form of youth mass, social and athletic activities, community 
service through the parish



Topic 3: Increasing the number of priests and religious 

Framing the question: Parishes are closing and foreign-born priests are being 
brought into the diocese to shore up a dwindling number of vocations to the 
priesthood by Vermont men. 

What can be done in the Diocese of Burlington?

1) The solution to the diocese’s priest shortage is not in importing foreign-born 
priests with weak English skills. These priests, while surely holy and devout 
men, are not effective ministers if they cannot be understood by their 
parishioners. Many of their homilies are delivered in a wooden fashion read 
verbatim from a sheet of paper with no inflection or oratorical emphasis. 
Parishioners have to strain to hear them and often miss what they are trying 
to convey. These priests are accepted and welcomed with politeness by the 
laity, but many people then simply shift to a different parish. 

It was mentioned that one American-born Vermont parish priest referred to 
the “priest shortage” as a “canard” when it was brought up to him for 
discussion a few months ago. When asked if a shortage would exist if all 
foreign born priests left the diocese, he had no response. Do our American 
born diocesan priests even recognize the reality of a shortage and its long 
term impact?

2) Can married priests be brought into (or ordained in) the diocese? Canon law 
does not forbid married priests. There are some out there scattered across the 
country. In fact Pope Benedict XVI reignited this old question by inviting 
and encouraging married Episcopal (Anglican) priests to consider coming 
over to the Catholic faith in response to many controversies embroiling that 
church in recent years. (Arguably his motivation was for the wrong reason, 
but Benedict did open that door for discussion.)

3) Reopen the diaconate program with a vigorous “recruiting” campaign.

4) While we are not familiar with the details of priestly formation, how are 
Vermont men moving from Ordination to their first parish assimilated and 
mentored by the diocese?  Some younger priests, few though they are in 
number, seem rigid, inflexible, overly pious, and sometimes indeed arrogant, 
as though they are above the people of God in the pews. A first year mentor-



ing program where an experienced priest “buddies up” with a young newly 
ordained priest might go a long way to helping these men to convey an open, 
engaging, and joyous persona. 

Topic 4. Fostering communication between leadership and laity

Framing the question: Rightly or wrongly, there is a perception among many of the 
laity that their voices count for little, and that while Church leaders have a clear 
sense of upward accountability towards their superiors, there is little or no down-
ward accountability. For example, while parishes are asked to pray for the choice 
of a good bishop, their members are not asked for their opinions about the qualities 
that a good bishop should have. All too often bishops appear to be fearful of Rome, 
pastors appear to be fearful of bishops, the ordained appear to be fearful of a laity 
that thinks for itself, and the laity appears to be either unquestioningly compliant or 
wary of the authority exercised by its religious leaders. 

What can be done in the Diocese of Burlington? 
1)

1) Might a new bishop tour the diocese, holding listening sessions in each 
deanery and listening carefully to the opinions of different groups of people? 
Might he re-do the survey on the family, leave it in the pews for a month or 
so, and then gather the information to use as a starting point for a synod?

2) What might a bishop do to encourage more transparency about both 
diocesan and parochial financial affairs? What might he do to engage the 
perceived arbitrary nature of some Church personnel practices?

3) What might be done to educate the laity to understand that it cannot 
simply look to the hierarchy to solve problems? How might the faithful be 
encouraged to take more initiative and assume more responsibilities? How 
might the ordained be encouraged to support them? What can be done to 
help discern lay talents -- especially those of women -- so that they may be 
used in positions of responsibility, rather than simply lying fallow?

4) Might a bishop seek to engage the laity, as well as the ordained, in a 
discussion of what to do about organizing parishes that have no assigned 
priest? 

5) Might the Vermont Catholic (diocesan magazine) expand its editorial 
policies to include a more balanced representation of voices from within the 



Church.  
After the discussions of the original breakout groups were finished, the whole 
gathering returned to its plenary session. Recorders gave brief reports of the most 
salient points. There was of course a good deal of similarity, particularly on the 
issue of communication between the laity and the leadership, and more particularly 
on a consensus regarding a failure of the leadership to take seriously the voice of 
the laity. One person suggested that back in the days of Bishop Marshall the 
suggestion had been made that priests might live together regionally, and then go 
forth to their individual parishes (this to give them a sense of community). Another 
emphasized the need of giving more responsibility to parish councils, and eliminat-
ing the sense that the pastor is somehow the “owner” of the parish. 

The meeting closed with recital of the Diocesan prayer for the appointment of a 
bishop, and with the singing of a hymn. 

In closing, Gary told the group that we will put the information from this meeting 
into a final report for distribution to participants, to the CCOVT general mailing 
list, and to the diocese, and then will have to wait for the arrival of a new bishop, 
and his reaction to our initiative prior to deciding on any further steps. We hope to 
have a small CCOVT delegation meet with the new bishop shortly after his 
installation.

Finally, through the generosity of those in attendance CCOVT was able to make a 
$231 donation to the Weston Priory in appreciation for their outstanding 
hospitality.


